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Abstract:
Germany’s European policy and German influence in the EU have been subject to hot discussions in
academic and political circles. The German influence in the EU took a new turn in recent years with
federal government’s readiness to enhance its leadership status in the EU and to undertake
unilateral actions, when the EU has entered an era of multiple crises in view of severe challenges
including the Eurozone crisis and the more recent refugee crisis. This paper discusses Germany’s
actorness in regards to the management of the Eurozone crisis and refugee crisis on the basis of the
gradually increasing “domestication” of its European policy. It reveals that Germany’s European
policy throughout the two most prominent crises the EU has been lately challenged with, namely the
Eurozone crisis and refugee crisis, has been largely shaped by the preferences of the influential
domestic actors, who took into account the negative externalities that were likely to arise from the
introduction of policies that would impose significant costs on them. Germany’s unilateral actions
and leadership role in the management of these two crises (including the making of the EU-Turkey
deal on the management of the refugee crisis) should be evaluated in light of the constraints
imposed by domestic constituencies.
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Introduction
Germany’s European vocation and German influence in the EU have been subject to
hot discussions in academic and political circles. A strong link exists between
Germany’s European policy and its influence in the EU considering “one of the key
determinants of the future character and functioning of the EU is German
Europapolitik (European policy)” (Hyde-Price and Jeffrey, 2001: 690). The German
influence in the EU took a new turn in recent years with federal government’s
readiness to enhance its leadership status in the EU and to undertake unilateral
actions, when the EU has entered an era of multiple crises in view of severe
challenges including the Eurozone crisis and more recent refugee crisis.
This paper discusses Germany’s actorness in regards to the management of the
Eurozone crisis and refugee crisis on the basis of the gradually increasing
“domestication” of its European policy. It reveals that in light of EU-wide crises and the
negative externalities that were likely to arise, influential domestic actors paid
increased attention to the key parameters of Germany’s European policy thereby
determining the content and boundaries of Germany’s policies throughout these two
eminent crises. The German federal government’s unilateral actions throughout the
Eurozone crisis and its leadership role in the making of the EU-Turkey “deal” on the
management of irregular migration flows should be evaluated in light of the increasing
domestication trend in the formation of Germany’s European policy. The paper first
examines the changing influence of the preferences and interests of domestic
constituents in the formation of Germany’s European policy throughout a priori
selected eras, thereby paying particular attention to the era that was marked by the
Eurozone crisis. It then studies both the external as well as internal factors that
constrained the federal government’s policy-making throughout the refugee crisis. The
paper continues afterwards with the analysis of Germany’s role in the formation of the
cooperation between Turkey and the EU on the management of the refugee crisis by
paying attention to the statements and gatherings of key representatives of the
German federal government with Turkish counterparts, key EU institutions as well as
relevant EU member states ahead of related European Council meetings and EUTurkey summits. The paper then concludes with an analysis of the previous findings
in light of the concept of “domestication”.

Domestication of Germany’s European Policy and German Influence in the EU
The analysis of the key parameters of Germany’s European policy in the following four
eras hints at significant shifts as well as continuities: the post-World War II era,
German reunification, Gerhard Schröder’s term as Chancellor during 1998-2005 and
the Eurozone crisis (Turhan, 2014).
In the post-World War II era, the newly established Federal Republic was obliged to
operate under unusual constraints. Its post-war occupation by the Allied Powers
accompanied by its highly decentralized institutional engineering led to Germany’s
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characterization as a “semi-sovereign” state (Katzenstein, 1987). Germany’s limited
external and internal sovereignty gave rise to its “foundational commitment to
European integration” (Bulmer et al., 2010: 3). Germany acted in concert within a
multilateral framework, and particularly, in close cooperation with France. This
approach also provided the EU with solutions derived from Germany’s institutional
architecture.
Following the German reunification the additional population, new economic potentials
and strategic proximity to the European periphery enhanced Germany’s aggregate
structural capabilities. However, Germany maintained its commitment to
multilateralism and European integration, and the traditional pattern of Franco-German
alliance continued. In other words, unified Germany did not go “back to the future”
(Anderson, 1999: 20) preferring to become a “tamed power” (Katzenstein, 1997: 1-48).
Alongside with continuing commitment to multilateralism, the post-reunification era
signaled the emergence of a new trend in German political landscape: the
domestication of Germany’s European policy. The 1992 Maastricht Treaty transferred
many competences of the Member States to the EU institutions. Accordingly, domestic
constituents started to demand stronger participation in the formulation of Germany’s
European policy (Turhan, 2014). Due to increasing pressure from German Länder
(states), the Article 23 of the Basic Law was revised to ensure Länder’s participation in
EU policy-making in areas which fall within their legislative competence (Börzel, 2006:
71).
Gerhard Schröder’s term as Chancellor, from 1998 to 2005, further encouraged the
domestication of Germany’s European policy. Schröder declared a “new normality” in
Germany’s dialogue with the world (Engel, 2006: 95) that founded Germany’s foreign
policy parameters predominantly on the pursuit of national interests and better
representation of the interests of influential societal actors at the EU level. The
increasing domestication of Germany’s European policy was for instance reflected in
the formation of the Schröder government’s efforts to postpone the EU Directive on
End-of-Life Vehicles to secure the interests of German car industry (Greenwood,
2011).

The Eurozone Crisis and Domestic Factors in the Making of Germany’s
European Policy
The Eurozone crisis, which broke out in late 2009 increased the already existing
asymmetrical interdependence between Germany and the rest of Europe. Throughout
the Eurozone crisis, Germany had maintained huge trade surpluses rather than trade
deficits contrary to many other Member States (The Local, 2014). Accordingly, many
in Europe expected a German leadership that would agree to “transfers of resources
[…] required to sustain the long-term viability of the European integration project”
(Guerot, 2013: 1). The German government, under the leadership of Chancellor
Angela Merkel, failed to meet these expectations by attaching hard conditions to
http://www.iises.net/proceedings/31st-international-academic-conference-london/front-page

278

29 May 2017, 31st International Academic Conference, London

ISBN 978-80-87927-37-3 , IISES

German help and steering the crisis with a readiness for solo actions. German
unilateralism had been evident in actions such as the rejection debt mutualization in
Europe with the introduction of Eurobonds and policies that bolster domestic spending
in insolvent Member States and the initial reluctance to contribute to a € 750 billion aid
package in order to set strict rules for financial aid (Turhan, 2014).
A closer look at the domestic politics reveals important insight into the key
determinants of German conditionality in the crisis era. With the outbreak of the crisis
the German Federal Constitutional Court (FCC) emerged as a leading actor in
monitoring the compatibility of policy coordination at the EU level with national
sovereignty (Bulmer and Paterson, 2011). The possibility of negative rulings by the
FCC over the legality of bailout mechanisms had been an issue of great concern in
Europe (Alexander, 2012), and constrained the policy options of the German federal
government. German public opinion’s increasing distrust in the EU and its vision of
how to solve the crisis have also imposed constraints on Merkel government’s room
for maneuver. According to the Spring 2012 Eurobarometer survey, 61 percent of
Germans mistrusted the EU and 58 percent believed that the EU had not acted
effectively to combat the crisis (European Commission, 2012: 92).
Following the onset of the Eurozone crisis, key representatives of the German
business world did also openly put emphasis on the application of strict conditionality
concerning the handling of the crisis. Markus Kerber, Chief Executive of the
Federation of German Industries (BDI), stated, “The Federal government should stick
to its philosophy: no service without service in return” (Handelsblatt, 2012). When
German media seized on a report in October 2013 that Germany’s wealthy Quandt
family, a major shareholder in BMW, had donated €690,000 to Merkel’s party, the
Christian Democratic Union of Germany (CDU), a family spokesperson explained this
donation with “the very successful effort of the chancellor in resolving the Eurozone
crisis” (IndustryWeek, 2013).
Thus, the Eurozone crisis fostered the domestication of Germany’s European policy.
Taking into account the negative policy externalities that were likely to arise from
enhanced policy coordination at the EU level domestic actors defined their
preferences more accurately and constrained the options of the German federal
government concerning the making of the European policy.

The Refugee Crisis, Domestic Politics and the Continuance of Germany’s
Constrained European Policy
The Syrian refugee crisis has in fact started off as a crisis of the European periphery
and the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region in late spring 2011 with Syrians
finding refuge in neighbouring countries and remained largely a “non-European” crisis
until April 2015. However, following the death of almost 850 Syrian refugees as a
result of the shipwreck off the Italian island of Lampedusa on 19 April 2015, the term
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“European migrant crisis” has been increasingly used by both the European political
circles as well as the media (Anghel et al., 2016).
In the aftermath of the Lampedusa event, the European Council carried an
extraordinary meeting on 23 April 2015 in Brussels, where the heads of state or
government of the Member States emphasized their commitment to strengthen their
presence at the sea to save lives and set up a preliminary voluntary pilot project on
resettlement across the EU to support frontline Member States (European Council,
2015a). In a similar vein, the ordinary European Council gathering of 25-26 June 2015
particularly endorsed its commitment to realize temporary and exceptional relocation
over two years from frontline Member States to other Member States and to provide
the frontline countries with additional financial support (European Council, 2015b).
However, only few Member States have shown interest in the implementation of those
commitments stated in the conclusions of the European Council summits.
In light of the lack of commitment of Member States for relocation from the EU’s
frontline and the non-implementation of common minimum standards for asylum in the
EU (Die Bundeskanzlerin, 2015), Berlin unilaterally suspended the Dublin regulations
for Syrian refugees in August 2015. This meant that the German government waived
its right to send back thousands of Syrian refugees who entered Germany via frontline
member states such as Greece or Italy. Germany’s decision to unilaterally abandon its
rights stemming from the Dublin System, coupled with its economic power, made the
country a prime destination for Syrian refugees, with around160,000 having arrived
just in August 2015 (The Guardian, 2015) and 230,000 in September 2015 (Bild,
2015). Actually, the initial German thought was that its unilateral suspension of the
Dublin regulations accompanied by its open-door policy was going to enhance the
solidarity among Member States in regards to more commitment to relocation (Die
Bundesregierung, 2015). However, despite German efforts, by the end of November
2015, merely 184 asylum seekers were relocated from Greece and Italy (Carrera et
al., 2015).
The unprecedented flow of Syrian refugees to Germany accompanied by the majority
of the European states’ hesitance to apply an open-door policy led to the
domestication of Germany’s policy concerning the management of the refugee crisis
and the formation of the preferences of German societal actors in light of possible
negative externalities that were likely to arise from the open-door policy. The opendoor policy above all diminished the popularity of Chancellor Merkel, which was
reflected in the gradually decreasing support for Merkel’s party, Christian Democratic
Union of Germany (CDU). Whereas according to a Forsa poll Merkel’s CDU would
have won 43 percent of the vote, if the federal elections were to take place on 12
August 2015, the support for CDU decreased to 36 percent on 4 November 2015
(Wahlrecht.de, 2017). Throughout this period, Germany’s Euroskeptic political party
AfD almost tripled its votes from 3 percent to 8 percent (Wahlrecht.de, 2017). Close
observers of German domestic politics even argued that Merkel was unlikely “to
survive another year if immigration continues at 2015 levels” (Janning, 2016). The
already difficult situation for the German Chancellor and her party was further
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exacerbated by the critical voices that emerged from within the German business
world. For example, Ulrich Grillo, the President of the influential BDI, leading lobbying
organization of the German industry, stated that Germany was experiencing an
uncontrolled flow of refugees and needed to discuss ways to re-route the flow and
integrate the already existing refugees into the German society (Die Welt, 2016).

Germany’s Role in the Formation of the EU-Turkey Refugee Deal
The preferences of domestic constituency accompanied by the lack of EU-level
commitment to relocation and upcoming local and federal elections (in March 2016
and September 2017, respectively) in Germany constrained Merkel’s policy options in
regards to the management of the refugee crisis leading her to take unilateral actions
and reach out to Turkey for dealing with the crisis. While Germany became the prime
destination for refugees from Syria, particularly following its temporary withdrawal of
the Dublin System, Turkey rose as a major actor in the management of the crisis as a
key transit and destination country.
Stronger German-Turkish cooperation on the management of irregular migration
in Europe and its wider periphery became necessary as both countries have started to
act as key actors in the accommodation of Syrian refugees and the management of
the influx of migrants (Turhan, 2015). Against this background, Merkel linked the
protection of the EU’s external borders to the successful management of the refugee
crisis, particularly in cooperation with Turkey, during a joint address to the European
Parliament (EP) on 7 October 2015 together with the then French President François
Hollande (European Parliament, 2015). In accordance with this statement, the
European Council endorsed on 15 October 2015 the Joint Action Plan with Turkey
initially prepared by the European Commission (EC) to foster EU-Turkish cooperation
in the management of the refugee crisis by tackling the root causes of the refugee
crisis, providing EU support for Syrian refugees residing in Turkey under temporary
protection and averting irregular migration flows to the EU (European Commission,
2015).
Following the endorsement of the Joint Action Plan by the European Council, Merkel
put particular effort into the identification of the conditions and framework of the EUTurkey cooperation on the management of the refugee crisis and into the attainment
of Turkey’s commitment to prevent irregular migration flows to the EU with sidepayments. On the eve of the 29 November 2015 EU-Turkey Summit in Brussels,
where the Joint Action Plan was activated by both parties with the identification of the
initial conditions and framework of the EU-Turkey cooperation, Chancellor Merkel met
with President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan on 18 October and 16 November and with
Cypriot President Nicos Anastasiades on 23 October - concerning the negotiation
chapters to be opened in Turkey’s accession talks with the EU in exchange for the
making of the EU-Turkey refugee deal. German Chancellor’s impact on the
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conclusions of the 29 November EU-Turkey Summit is also demonstrated by the
statement of the then Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu, who thanked ahead of the
summit to Donald Tusk, President of the European Council, Juncker and Merkel for
their “attitude open to cooperation” (HDN, 2015).
The conclusions of the 29 November 2015 EU-Turkey Summit had been reshaped by
18 March 2016 bilateral summit between Turkey and the EU (Turhan, 2016) , where
additional side-payments were promised by the European leaders to Ankara in
exchange of cooperation on the elimination of irregular migration flows to the EU
(European Council, 2016). The conclusions of 18 March summit were to a great extent
sculpted by the German federal government by means of various minilateral and
bilateral meetings. Between December 2015 and 18 March 2016, Chancellor Merkel
met with key representatives of the Turkish government on 17 December 2015 during
a mini-summit on migration, on 22 January 2016 during German-Turkish
intergovernmental consultations, on 2 February 2016 as part of an official visit to
Ankara to discuss the framework of the EU-Turkey deal on the management of the
refugee flows, and on 6 March 2016 together with Tusk and Mark Rutte, Head of the
then Dutch Presidency of the Council to prepare a trilateral proposal on the scope,
conditions and framework of the EU-Turkey cooperation on refugee crisis to be
submitted to the European Council for approval (Die Bundeskanzlerin, 2016). The
trilateral proposal then had been to a great extent approved by the rest of the Member
States during the EU-Turkey summit of 18 March 2016.
Conclusion
This paper reveals that the steady progress of European integration accompanied by
competence transfer from the national to the EU level culminated in the domestication
of Germany’s European policy: in other words, leading societal actors started to
carefully assess the implications of steps towards further integration in the EU for the
realization of their goals. In doing so, they defined their preferences precisely and
constrained the actions of the federal government.
Germany’s European policy throughout the two most prominent crises the EU has
been lately challenged with, namely the Eurozone crisis and refugee crisis, has been
largely shaped by the preferences of the influential domestic actors, who took into
account the negative externalities that were likely to arise from the introduction of
policies that would impose significant costs on them. Germany’s unilateral actions and
leadership role in the management of these two crises (including the making of the
EU-Turkey deal on the management of the refugee crisis) should be evaluated in light
of the constraints imposed by domestic constituencies.

http://www.iises.net/proceedings/31st-international-academic-conference-london/front-page

282

29 May 2017, 31st International Academic Conference, London

ISBN 978-80-87927-37-3 , IISES

References
Alexander, H. (2012). German Constitutional Court hearing will be day of judgment for the euro.
Telegraph, 8 September. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/9530291/German-ConstitutionalCourt-hearing-will-be-day-of-judgement-for-the-euro.html.
Anderson, J. (1999). German Unification and the Union of Europe, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
Anghel, S. E., Drachenberg, R. and de Finance, S. (2016). The European Council and crisis
management. February 2016, Brussels: European Union.
Bild (2015). 230,000 Flüchtlinge nur in 3 Wochen. 29 September 2015.
Börzel, T. A. (2006). States and Regions in the European Union: Institutional Adaptation in Germany
and Spain. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Bulmer, S., Jeffery, C. and Padgett, S. (2010). Democracy and Diplomacy, Germany and Europe, in
Simon Bulmer, Charlie Jeffery and Stephen Padgett (eds.). Rethinking Germany and Europe:
Democracy and Diplomacy in a Semi-Sovereign State. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.
Bulmer, S. and Paterson, E.W. (2011). Germany and the European Union: From “tamed power” to
normalized power?. International Affairs, 86(5), pp. 1051-1073.
Carrera, S., Blockmans, S., Gros, D. and Guild, E. (2015). The EU’s Response to the Refugee Crisis:
Taking Stock and Setting Policy Priorities. CEPS Essay, No. 20, 16 December 2015.
Die Bundeskanzlerin (2016). Special meeting to address the refugee crisis. 6 March 2016.
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/Webs/BKin/DE/Mediathek/Einstieg/mediathek_einstieg_fotos_no
de.html?id=1922202.
Die Bundeskanzlerin (2015). Pressestatements von Bundeskanzlerin Merkel und dem französischen
Staatspräsidenten Hollande vor ihrem Gespräch am 24. August 2015. Berlin.
https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/Content/DE/Mitschrift/Pressekonferenzen/2015/08/2015-08-24pressestatements-merkel-hollande.html.
Die Bundesregierung (2015). Dublin-Abkommen gilt für alle EU-Staaten. 3 September 2015.
https://www.bundesregierung.de/Content/DE/Artikel/2015/09/2015-09-02-fluechtlinge-dublinverfahren.html.
Die Welt (2016). Warum Flüchtlinge eine Last für die Wirtschaft sind. 24 January 2016.
https://www.welt.de/wirtschaft/article151361305/Warum-Fluechtlinge-eine-Last-fuer-dieWirtschaft-sind.html.
Engel, C. (2006). Germany: A Story of Saving Face. in Finn Laursen (ed.), The Treaty of Nice: Actor
Preferences, Bargaining and Institutional Choice. Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV.
European Commission (2015). EU-Turkey Joint Action Plan. MEMO/15/5860, Brussels, 15 October
2015, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-15-5860_en.htm.
European Commission (2012). Standard Barometer 77. Spring 2012.
European
Council
(2016).
EU-Turkey
Statement.
18
March
2016.
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18-eu-turkey-statement/.
European Council (2015a). Special meeting of the European Council, 23 April 2015 – statement.
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/04/23-special-euco-statement/.
European Council (2015b). European Council meeting (25 and 26 June 2015) – Conclusions. EUCO
22/15, Brussels, 26 June 2016.
http://www.iises.net/proceedings/31st-international-academic-conference-london/front-page

283

29 May 2017, 31st International Academic Conference, London

ISBN 978-80-87927-37-3 , IISES

European Parliament (2015). François Hollande and Angela Merkel Face MEPs. 7 October 2015.
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/news-room/20150929IPR94921/Fran%C3%A7oisHollande-and-Angela-Merkel-face-MEPs.
Eurostat
(2014).
Real
GDP
Growth
Rate
Volume.
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tec00115&
plugin=1.
rd

Greenwood, J. (2011). Interest Representation in the European Union. 3 Edition. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.
Guerot, U. (2013). The German election: What Europe expects and what Germany will not do. ECFR
Policy Brief. September 2013.
Handelsblatt (2012). Industrie beklagt „Kakophonie" der Euro-Retter. 3 July 2012.
HDN

(2015).
Turkey,
EU
meet
on
refugee
crisis.
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-eu-meet-on-refugeecrisis.aspx?pageID=238&nID=91819&NewsCatID=351.

29

November

2015.

Hyde-Price, A. and Jeffery, C. (2001). Germany in the European Union: Constructing Normality. Journal
of Common Market Studies. 39(4) p. 689-717.
IndustryWeek (2013). Anger over German stance on auto CO2 emissions. 15 October 2013.
http://www.industryweek.com/transportation/anger-over-german-stance-auto-co2-emissions.
Janning, J. (2016). Germany’s gambit: Turkey and the refugee crisis, 28 January 2016.
http://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_germanys_gambit_turkey_and_the_refugee_crisis5080.
Katzenstein, P. J. (1997). United Germany in an Integrating Europe. in Peter J. Katzenstein (ed.).
Tamed Power: Germany in Europe, New York: Cornell University Press. pp. 1-48.
Katzenstein, P. J. (1987). Policy and Politics in West Germany: The Growth of a Semi-sovereign State.
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Statistisches
Bundesamt
(2014).
Arbeitsmarkt.
Arbeitslosenquote.
https://www.destatis.de/DE/ZahlenFakten/Indikatoren/Konjunkturindikatoren/Arbeitsmarkt/arb210.
html.
The Guardian (2015). How Much Longer can Germany Keep its Doors Open to Refugees?. 13
September 2015.
The

Local (2014). German trade surplus hits record level.
http://www.thelocal.de/20140207/german-exports-set-new-record.

7

February

2014.

Turhan, E. (2016). Turkey’s EU Accession Process: Do Member States Matter?. Journal of
Contemporary European Studies, 24(4), pp. 463-477.
Turhan, E. (2015). German-Turkish Cooperation on Irregular Migration a Must. Hürriyet Daily News. 30
November 2015.
Turhan, E. (2014). Germany’s Leadership Role in the Eurozone Crisis and its Implications for Turkey’s
EU Bid: A Liberal Intergovernmentalist Approach. Paper presented at the UACES 44th Annual
Conference. Cork, 1-3 September 2014.

http://www.iises.net/proceedings/31st-international-academic-conference-london/front-page

284

