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Social cohesion, unifying values, guiding principles, and identity – 

ongoing topics that our annual slogan again drew attention to.

WAS DEFINES US – WHAT UNITES US

By Frauke Gottwald

Germany and Europe face enormous challenges: 
We need a strategy to deal with the influx of mi-
grants and guide the debate over migration and  
integration. Questions about common identity, a 
national and European sense of unity and social  
cohesion are again on the agenda. This is why the 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung coined “What Defines Us  
– What Unites Us” as its 2016 slogan. 

The foundation looked at the refugee crisis from  
a number of perspectives, developed short- and 
long-term explanations and proposals, and took  
account of views from many regions around the 
world. Whether it concerns the effects of the re- 
fugee crisis in Lebanon, security policy and promo-
tion of democracy in West Africa or cooperation on 
resource management as a way to keep the peace  
in the Middle East – our video documentary series 

“Lage.Bericht” (Situation Report) used our work 
abroad as an example that demonstrates the im-
portance of political dialogue. We also heard from  
a range of people with compelling accounts of ev-
eryday life in refugee camps. 

Clear Line of Thinking and Honest Debates

One of the foundation's main objectives has been 
and is to contribute to clear thinking in a debate – 
whether it is over refugee policy, the right to asy-
lum, immigration, labour migration or freedom of 
movement in the EU. Another goal is to address  
xenophobia, extremism and politically motivated  
violence in a critical manner. A variety of events 
looked at these aspects, in particular regionally in 
our civic education forums. In Dresden, the series 
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“Grenzen im Zeichen der Entgrenzung” featured  
renowned speakers from a variety of backgrounds 
who debated the term “borders” in its many facets. 
After all on many topics, for example on the goals 
and limits of integration, opinions differ a great 
deal. This was reflected in a special edition of the 
“Politische Meinung” magazine titled “Wir” (Us), 
which featured essays by Herfried Münkler, Julia 
Klöckner and Udo di Fabio. 

The foundation serves as a space for social, politi-
cal and intellectual discourse on what makes up our 
community. Our aspiration is to lead and define the 
debate on the fundamental ideals of our free soci-
ety, the terms of our democratic order and the con-
ditions that will make Germany future-proof – and 
the Christian concept of humanity is our compass. 
The Bonn lecture on democracy explored Article 2 
of the Basic Law; fellows from the Academic Promo-
tion programme researched heterogeneity and iden-
tity; a conference on Youth and Politics also focused 
on our annual slogan.  

At the Day of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 2016, 
the president of the Central Council of Jews in Ger-
many, Josef Schuster, strongly denounced backward-
looking debates. He called instead for a conversation 
on what should define and unite us in the future – 
rather than a discussion about the past. This is also 
in keeping with the questions we tried to answer in 
2016: What values unify and bind us? How can they 
be “translated anew” for the present, and realised in 
the future?  

Clear Principles and Positive Identification 

Being self-aware is not enough to react to present-
day challenges. We also want to demonstrate the 
kind of spiritual and cultural home we can offer to 
refugees. Sharing, as well as a basic level of know-
ledge of the rules of society, is an important ele-
ment of identity. What matters is that those who 
will live here long-term familiarise themselves with 
our public and social institutions, as well as our 
rules and traditions, and to ensure that they be-
come active members our democracy. The film se-
ries “What Defines Us – What Unites Us” – a simple 
and clear project that is also available in Arabic – 
explained the central values of our democracy.  

We have to help and encourage immigrants if the 
process of integration is not to take 20 or 30 years. 
That was one outcome of a study by the foundation 
that looked at the views of migrants and foreigners 
as well as the integration of Muslims. The results 
make the case for legislation on integration that 
takes structural integration into account – in the 
form of language skills as well as social and cultural 
integration. 

“What Defines Us – What Unites Us”: Our annual slo- 
gan encourages us to reflect on our identity, never 
give up our search for the same, and to develop a 
positive self-image. Guiding principles and a high 
regard for a culture of solidarity and appreciation 
are essential resources of an open, bold and innova-
tive society. That is how we can create confidence to 
look positively towards the future.
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MIGRATION AND INTEGRATION

By Dr. Christina Krause | Benedict Göbel

Flight, migration, and integration are issues that 
have been at the forefront of Germans’ minds since 
the summer of 2015. According to a January 2016 
poll, addressing flight, migration, and integration 
will by far be the biggest challenges that lie ahead 
for Germany. The Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, situat-
ed at the interface between politics and society, is 
therefore particularly in demand when it comes to 
explaining the reasons for flight and displacement, 
and with the search for solutions to manage the 
tasks at hand. We organised some 300 events in 
Germany and abroad in 2016, including discussions, 
workshops, simulation games, and trainings. But  
we also provided scholarships, a wide range of infor-
mation, white papers, and studies. The foundation 
started the working group on Integration and Migra-
tion in September 2016 so as to pool and coordinate 
its work across departments on these issues.

Global Challenge 

On the international stage, our offices abroad took 
an active role in discussions on politics and reform 
processes. We must strengthen our efforts towards 
international cooperation so as to minimise the root 
causes of flight, guide migration, and enable inte-
gration. Our purpose is to analyse situations, pro-
vide perspectives and establish a process of con-
structive dialogue. We draw attention to problems 
and work on solutions with local, national and inter-
national actors. In Lebanon, Jordan and northern 
Iraq, for instance, we worked on projects on con-
flict prevention and the rule of law, as well as the 
establishment and strengthening of capacities to  
improve the quality of life for refugees in their host 
countries. The newly-founded regional programme 
Political Dialogue and Regional Integration in the 

We work with actors at a local, national and international  

level to minimise the causes of flight, guide migration and 

promote integration. 
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Southern Mediterranean and the recently-opened 
office in New York at the United Nations made valu-
able contributions in this area.

At the European level, the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 
commissioned reports and held workshops and dia-
logue programmes to transmit a variety of views from 
Greece all the way to Sweden, convey Germany’s po-
sition, and regain trust and solidarity in Europe. The 
exchange of views was particularly pointed with those 
EU member states that remain under significant pres-
sure from migrants and/or oppose the distribution of 
those seeking protection.

Cooperation at All Levels 

The foundation’s 18 civic education forums and re-
gional offices in Germany kept the public informed 
on problems, solutions and initiatives regarding mi-
grants and integration.  They helped promote dia-
logue with citizens and worked on the development 
of best practices in the treatment of refugees. The 
magazine of the Young Journalists’ Programme  
JONA, “Neuland” (Uncharted Territory), asked how  
our country had changed because of the many  
new arrivals. In Berlin, the Academy held a series  
of cultural events called “Kulturgeschichten,” which 
helped raise awareness of the plight of people with 
an immigrant background. The Academic Promotion 
department also focused on the issue, with our fel-
lows and young alumni taking part in the academic 
mentoring programme “Senkrechtstarter” (High 
Achievers), in which they accompany gifted young 
immigrants as they prepare to attend university. 
Refugees could apply for university scholarships for 
the first time in 2016. Nine were accepted in total.

The foundation also carried out the required work 
on the ground in order to provide advice to decision-
makers. The study “Was uns prägt – was uns eint” 
(What Defines Us – What Unites Us) addressed op-
portunities and challenges for the co-existence of 
people from an immigrant background and foreign-
ers living in Germany. The series “Perspektiven der 
Integrationspolitik” (Perspectives of Integration Poli-
cy) spotlighted integration practices in other Euro-
pean countries, while topics relevant to religiously 
policy and integration were taken up by the “Monitor 
Religion und Politik” (Religion and Politics Monitor). 
The short film series “What Defines Us – What Unites 
Us” addressed the central values of our democracy 
in a lively fashion, and was produced in several lan-
guages.

Fundamental Issues for the Future

It became increasingly clear over the course of 2016 
that integration and migration cannot be seen inde-
pendently of more basic issues. At the centre stands 
dealing with one’s own sense of national self-image, 
culture and the values that form the basis of our free 
and democratic order. These questions are becoming 
ever more important in a society that is religiously 
and ethnically more diverse. The question of what 
defines us and what unites us will remain a major 
challenge in Germany. But we have also achieved  
a substantial amount in recent years, and that fills  
us with confidence for the future.
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Eurosceptics often focus their discourse on cultural pessimism  

and delight in failure – we counter with a positive image of Europe 

that is characterised by Christian democracy. 

THE FUTURE OF EUROPE – 

EUROPE, OUR FUTURE

By Olaf Wientzek | Dr. Lars Hänsel 

Europe experienced some of its most trying times  
in 2016. In a referendum, a narrow majority of Brit-
ons voted in favour of the United Kingdom leaving 
the European Union. That means that come 2019,  
a member state will for the first time exit the EU. 
Other crises and their aftershocks, which the EU had 
already faced in the past, remained virulent. The re-
fugee crisis reached its momentary high point early 
in the year, while the countries neighbouring the EU 
were volatile, in part because Russia was so active-
ly involved. Greece has yet to overcome its crisis. In 
addition, a number of EU governments acted in 
questionable ways in regards to the rule of law. Be-
yond these crises, the EU was in 2016 confronted  
by a narrative propagated by both right-wing and 
left-wing populists that undermined the fundamen-
tal values of the EU. Theirs was a narrative that 
supports protectionism and isolation, along with  

a nationalist, anti-European worldview combined 
with admiration for autocratic systems of govern-
ment. 

But despite the year’s many crises, the EU was 
able to prove that it can act in ways that gives us 
hope. The eurozone has returned to a solid eco-
nomic growth rate, while the first substantial steps 
were taken towards a common migration and refu-
gee policy. After the vote in favour of Brexit, the 
remaining 27 EU members moved closer to each 
other and began a process of reflection on the fu-
ture of the European Union. Since the referendum, 
would-be support for leaving the EU has dropped 
significantly in a number of countries. The majority 
of European citizens are dissatisfied with the per-
formance of the EU, but they are not opposed to 
European integration in and of itself. 
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More than seventy years of peace and prosperity  
in the EU contrasts dramatically with the situation 
among its neighbours to the east and south. That 
underscores the need for tireless engagement on 
behalf of European integration, which is why the  
European notion remains a core mission of the Kon-
rad-Adenauer-Stiftung in its work as a European 
foundation. It focused its European projects in 2016 
on teaching and promoting current EU policy, im-
proving mutual understanding between the various 
member states, as well as shaping the debate on 
the future of Europe from a Christian democratic 
perspective. 

Cultural pessimism and a longing for failure often 
dominate the tenor in eurosceptic circles. We con-
trast that with a positive, Christian democratic view 
of Europe, one based on stability, solidarity, subsid-
iarity, and a common base of European values. Our 
chairman, Hans-Gert Pöttering, joined a host of pro- 
minent Europeans in publishing appeals in newspa-
pers in more than 20 EU countries that called for  
a clear pro-European pledge and for more coopera-
tion, in particular on domestic and foreign security. 
The foundation also published a number of docu-
ments on EU measures that for example address 
the migrant crisis, thus contributing to a clearer  
picture on the achievements of the EU.

The European integration project can only succeed  
if it is grounded in strong bilateral relations and mu-
tual understanding. The migrant and debt crisis put 
severe strains on relations between the North, South, 
East, and West. Here our offices throughout the EU 
play an important mediation role. With the help of 
lectures, seminars, dialogue and information pro-
grammes with politicians as well as with representa-
tives of the business community, academia, churches, 

young leaders and civil society they contribute across 
Europe to a better understanding of Germany’s posi-
tions on European policy. At the same time, the foun-
dation used those programmes and its comprehen-
sive reporting from around Europe to gain better in- 
sights into the views of other EU member states. A 
number of bilateral discussion formats on European 
policy questions were opened to participants from 
other EU countries to contribute to the integration  
of the EU on a pan-regional basis and to increase 
mutual understanding. The foundation developed its 
“Twelve Cities – Twelve Stars” programme to create a 
series of transnational public events that addressed  
a variety of European policy areas.

We were also active participants in the debate on 
what lies ahead for the EU. On the one hand we 
worked on a newly-founded “reflection group” on  
the future of Europe; on the other hand we pub-
lished specific recommendations on migration and 
security policy as well as the EU’s future trade, eco-
nomic and development policy in regards to its 
neighbours to the south.

If the EU is to remain a permanent community of 
peace and prosperity, we will need a stable demo- 
cratic, economic and political neighbourhood. To  
that end, dialogue programmes, consulting and se- 
minars that the foundation organised in its offices  
in the western Balkans as well as in countries to  
the east of the EU have helped strengthen the pro-
cess of democratisation and Europeanisation. 
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The challenges faced by democracy can serve as an  

opportunity because they raise awareness of the value of  

democratic institutions. 

2016 was the year that proved just how fragile de-
mocracies are. They are being challenged from with-
in and without. In Europe and the United States po-
pulist movements have caused a stir because of 
their claim that individual interests represent the 
“will of the people” – and they are taking an increas-
ingly offensive approach. They view parliaments as 
the playground of a political class that appears out 
of touch and the battle for majority decisions over 
common goods as unreasonable. In Germany, po-
pulists have stepped up their demand for more di-
rect democracy and transparency – as long as it 
does not impact their own interests. In Great Britain, 
Brexit backers strongly criticised Lower and Upper 
House lawmakers dared to claim parliamentary sov-
ereignty on the question of the country leaving the 
European Union. The judges, who in the end had to 
issue a ruling on the matter, did not fare any better. 

In the US – the bulwark of Western democracy –  
a debate over “alternative facts” rules day-to-day 
politics.

We are concerned over the seemingly unstoppable 
advance of authoritarianism in countries such as 
Russia or Turkey. Foreign governments use disinfor-
mation campaigns and social bots to try to influence 
election campaigns and to shape the domestic policy 
agenda of other countries. Societies cannot just be 
directed with the push of a button, even if the “so-
cial technology” in use is extremely sophisticated. 
But worry is mounting over the distrust that could 
slowly undermine democratic institutions. One can-
not avoid the issue. How well is a parliament or a 
government faring if a clear and present danger  
exists of authoritarian powers manipulating elec-
tions? What if “robots” are helping to shape opin-

LIBERAL SOCIETY  

AND POWERFUL DEMOCRACY

By Franziska Fislage | Tobias Montag
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ions? Or what if the pillars of representative democ-
racy are teetering? If the legitimacy of democratic 
institutions is being tested then the enemies of de-
mocracy long ago achieved their goal. 

Defending Our Values

We must prevent that, but the question is how. In 
Germany, some have tended to react rather slowly 
to the challenges to democracy. Apparently they have 
lost touch with our basic values, and forgotten how 
to defend them. Who is still courageous enough to 
rebuff attacks by direct democracy supporters on 
parliamentarism?  Such a move can quickly lead 
to the accusation of undemocratic behaviour. As if 
referendums and plebiscites that supposedly are 
about direct democracy – but are mostly dominated 
by small and well-organised minority groups who 
are mostly interest-driven – are somehow more 
democratic. Why do legislators have to put up with 
the charge that they did not back government poli-
cy out of their own free will but because they were 
put under pressure? The Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 
has reviewed such conspiracy theories, and too of-
ten they are linked more to a general unwillingness 
to support a majority decision. But that is exactly 
what democracy is about! It means that at the end 
of a deliberate process of reflection a decision is 
taken. And it is a decision the minority can also ac-
cept because our rule of law system has reliably de-
fended their fundamental rights for decades, pro-
viding them with the opportunity to try to gain a 
majority for their position. If a member of a minori-
ty revolts against the social consensus, dismissing 
it as “political correctness” and “contrary to the will 
of the people,” then they are just trying to conceal 
an anti-democratic attitude. That only falls on fertile 

ground because, for too long, we have neglected to 
sufficiently push back against the artificially estab-
lished contrast between politicians and citizens. 

But challenges to democracy can also be an oppor-
tunity because they raise our awareness of the val-
ue of democratic institutions. The adversaries of 
such institutions help us realise that politics is al-
most always about responsibility for the common 
good. They make clear that individual well-being 
and a working commonwealth are connected. In  
the end it could be that this discussion surprisingly 
leads to a modern and open-minded understanding 
of democracy, an understanding in which patriotism 
and the republic belong together. Where the demo-
cratic nature of our institutions contributes to a  
political identity. An identity on which citizens can 
base a commonwealth where everyone who abides, 
accepts its rules, and lives by its values, belongs.  

Our brochure “The Better Democracy – Principles 
for a Representative Order” aims to encourage peo-
ple to take a stand at a time when democracy is in 
doubt. The people have the future of our common 
good in their hands. That is what makes up a pow-
erful democracy.
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Western democracies are under pressure – from both outside  

and within. We must reveal the short-sightedness and danger of 

anti-liberal alternatives. 

THE FUTURE OF THE WEST

By Dr. Patrick Keller | Nico Lange

The liberal Western democracies – which are charac-
terised by enlightenment, the rule of law, the sepa-
ration of powers, democracy and market economy – 
are under pressure both from outside and from with- 
in. Anti-liberal actors such as Russia, China or Iran, 
are trying to expand their spheres of influence. That 
helps them undermine the rules-based, liberal inter-
national order, which is of existential importance for 
democratic trading nations such as Germany.

These actors have succeeded because the United 
States has been showing signs of weakness. No  
other Western nation has the power and political 
unity to assume the US role as guarantor of the lib-
eral international order. But under President Barack 
Obama, the US largely abandoned this approach. 
Whether it is the withdrawal from Iraq and Afghani-
stan, restraint in Ukraine, ineffective threats in Syria, 

massive cuts to its defence budget, or an announced 
pivot towards Asia and the Pacific without any mili-
tary backing – no matter how justified these and oth-
er decisions may have been, they created the space 
that is now being filled by anti-Western powers.

Against this backdrop, the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 
in the United States and the Carnegie Endowment  
for International Peace cooperated on the Task Force 
on US Policy towards Russia, Ukraine, and Eurasia in 
2016. Talks and conferences addressed the question 
of how to ensure a regional order in an area that is 
so crucial for the EU. Another agenda item was trans-
atlantic understanding on the Near and the Middle 
East. “The Future of Iraq” project brought together 
political, diplomatic and military experts to meet  
with analysts from the Middle East, US universities 
and think tanks.
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But external forces are not the only ones who are 
putting the liberal West under pressure. Populists, 
with their simplistic approaches, destructive cam-
paigns and unrealistic promises, are undermining 
social cohesion and the very identity of our open  
societies. Of particular concern are the many ties 
between these internal and external enemies of  
the liberal order, be it Russia’s financial support  
for the Front National in France, or the spreading  
of foreign propaganda via (online) media. 

The intensifying debate over religion and politics has 
also brought with it an increased focus on the fun-
damental right to freedom of religion. A conference 
in New York titled “Multinational Efforts to Promote 
Freedom of Religion or Belief” saw some 100 parlia-
mentarians from 45 countries and about 150 high-
ranking religious officials, diplomatic observers and 
representatives of NGOs meet for an event that oc-
curred alongside the UN General Assembly.

One of the West’s main problems is that it has play-
ed into its enemies’ hands. It has overstretched its 
own power while its moral authority has simultane-
ously weakened. The illegal second Iraq war, the 
overly broad interpretation of laws in the treatment 
of terrorist suspects after September 11, the de-
structive effects of capitalism during the financial, 
economic and debt crisis – such developments 
make it easy for anti-liberal actors to portray the 
West as duplicitous, misguided and obsolete. But 
the West is in substance phenomenally powerful.  
If one takes economic output, innovation, demo-
graphic trends, energy independence and military 
prowess into account, the US still has no reason to 
fear any other power. The situation is less rosy for 
Europe, but a politically unified European Union 
would be a guarantor of prosperity and stability.

The foundation organised a number of dialogue pro-
grammes in the US on innovation, economy, and 
trade in 2016. Meetings with business leaders from 
the US helped promote dialogue on trade policy and 
innovation that takes a coordinated transatlantic ap-
proach. The foundation also took a close look at com-
panies in Silicon Valley, and explored their influence 
on our values and impact on the development of our 
modern global order.

As the term “the post-factual era” shows, the con-
flicts at this moment are unrelated to traditional 
ways of measuring power. Western societies are 
caught up in a crisis of their (political) culture and 
of self-confidence, and not first and foremost one  
of economic or military security. The main mission  
for Western elites lies therefore in winning back pub-
lic trust in their ability to lead and their legitimacy. 
They will not succeed with this goal without a posi-
tive agenda for more subsidiarity and a stronger in-
volvement by socially engaged citizens. That includes 
disclosing how short-sighted and dangerous these an-
ti-liberal alternatives are. Their goal is not a global 
order but one made up of geographic spheres of in-
fluence where might makes right, within countries 
and between them. This obviously cannot lie in Ger-
many’s interest, and it contradicts every one of the 
Federal Republic’s political traditions.
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In a world caught between an old and a new economy, our future 

prosperity depends on how we can create the conditions for both 

to exist alongside each other. 

The economy is no longer in a state of crisis. The 
German economy remains robust, and there are 
signs of recovery – even in those EU countries that 
were hit the hardest. But this calmer period may 
well not last. New geopolitical developments, be 
they more protectionism, authoritarianism or po-
pulism are casting doubt on the political order and 
the outlook for economic prosperity. This means  
the economic order of the social market – with its 
blend of democracy, market economy, and a social 
welfare state – faces new challenges. An economic 
system that is on solid ground and that provides 
convincing answers has a future because it can  
deliver better long-term market performance  
which the public recognises.  

One such response leverages the increasing digiti-
sation of society. Issues that need to be addressed 

deal with the dynamism of start-ups and entrepre-
neurship, the capacity for innovation, and our digi-
tal infrastructure. The added value of digitisation is 
a great opportunity – especially because everyone 
can equally benefit from it. But digitisation also calls 
established business models and supply chains in-
to question. Strategies on how to concretely shape 
these ideas come from thinking through the link be-
tween digitisation and prosperity, specifically from 
the perspective of our work and in the strengthen-
ing of a start-up culture and entrepreneurship. We 
have placed particular emphasis on the topics of 
start-up culture, labour market policy, and internet 
and data policy. 

DIGITISATION AND THE PROSPERITY  

OF TOMORROW

By Matthias Schäfer | Dr. Pencho Kuzev
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The Labour Market in a Digitised World

Much of day-to-day life has been digitised as data 
becomes the resource of the future, and its impor-
tance for society as a whole is increasingly recog-
nised. Digital innovation is driving a paradigm shift 
where flexibility, quick adaptability, and higher effi-
ciency become ever more important. These devel-
opments are affecting our labour market and social 
systems, where different employment opportunities 
are complementing the traditional relationship be-
tween employees and employers (those with quasi 
permanent jobs). Work in both start-ups and estab-
lished companies has become more varied, with ev-
er more flexibility on where and when you work. Job 
descriptions are also changing in a number of fields, 
which in turn means a shift in the kinds of employee 
skills needed. 

The “Mittelstand” (medium-sized enterprises) is re-
sponsible for more than half of Germany’s economic 
output, and digitisation is providing entrepreneurs 
new inspiration. On the one hand one can witness 
the dynamism of innovative start-ups – with their 
rapid growth rates – and on the other hand these 
companies could potentially be sold in just a few 
years. As the cultures of an old and new economy 
collide, this will also bring about change to eco-
nomic policy. Future prosperity will also depend on 
whether adaptable conditions can promote a coex-
istence and synergy between both worlds, and facil-
itate the founding of new companies and the devel-
opment of entrepreneurial ideas.

The Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung focused specifically 
on a number of these issues in 2016. A study re-
viewed how digitisation impacts public policy, in or-
der to determine how it fits into the existing legal 

framework. A number of publications and events – 
as well as the “Entrepreneurship Initiative” – set  
out opportunities for start-up friendly policies. The 
foundation's alumni start-up network helped spur 
exchange between policy-makers and start-up 
founders.

Data Infrastructure for Prosperity Tomorrow

We also focused on open data and how start-ups 
can benefit from its economic potential. We pro- 
vided consulting services to promote the notion  
of open data and open government that is of funda-
mental importance in both politics and business.  
We presented specific concepts for an efficient ad-
ministration, and underscored the advantages of an 
open approach to government. Once the economic 
potential of open data had been explored, the foun-
dation quickly made targeted legislative proposals 
on achieving this potential.

Our network infrastructure has limited capacity that 
mandates huge investments, and this stance shaped 
our participation in the debate on net neutrality. Main- 
taining an open internet is just as important as se-
curing Europe’s potential to innovate in developing  
a digital infrastructure. We participated in an EU 
consultation for the first time, in which we backed 
market results that are faithful to our notion of a so-
cial market economy. That means we must harness 
both already available and new network resources in 
an effective and optimal manner in the context of a 
clearly defined system.
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The differentiation between urban winners of modernisation  

and rural losers of modernisation falls short. It is worth it to look 

at the concrete situation.

URBAN AND RURAL LIFE

By Stephan Raabe | Philipp Lerch

Urban versus rural life is a topic that has taken over 
the covers of major magazines for a while now. One 
reason is the widespread concern that Germany 
could drift apart, with booming cities bursting at 
the seams on the one hand, and on the other side, 
some rural areas wasting away and being left be-
hind by urban developments. In parts of eastern 
Germany some even express their frustration that  
a few depopulated areas could soon be “left to the 
wolves.”

This development, which is linked to population 
trends as well as migration (immigration, rural 
flight or urbanisation), creates long-term struc- 
tural and integration problems that need special  
political attention. Efforts to create equal living  
conditions throughout Germany are under severe 
duress. Aside from such classic problems like rich 

and poor, young and old, or East and West, the goal 
is to prevent further social tension like urban versus 
rural life. We need to develop productive responses 
to current crisis situations so that specific parts of 
the population do not feel left behind, disengage 
politically, or get involved with marginalised groups.

The Interdependent City and Countryside

The Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung drew up an action 
plan in 2015/2016 that focuses on the many aspects 
of urban and rural life. It turns out that the city and 
the countryside are not polar opposites but rather 
evolving entities connected to each other in a variety 
of interdependent ways. This ranges from the sparse- 
ly populated periphery to dense metropolises and  
urban regions with extensive rural catchment areas. 
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The concrete situation can vary enormously in each 
case, and so that necessitates a varied political ap-
proach.  

Some of the questions that need asking are: How 
do the different areas develop in terms of cities and 
rural areas? What role do infrastructure and popula-
tion, transportation, the quality of political decision-
making and administration, job opportunities, secu-
rity, civic engagement, and local identity play? What 
would the concepts for effective and financially via-
ble public services look like? Can specific demogra-
phic and migration strategies provide solutions? 
What kinds of challenges are faced by parties and 
local self-government on site? 

Loving the City, but Not the Countryside?

To simply contrast city life with rural life is insuffi-
cient; so do blanket statements that classify city 
dwellers as the winners of modernisation and rural 
residents as the losers. Taking a closer look reveals 
differences between a variety of rural areas, be-
tween this and that city, and nuanced transition  
areas between city and countryside. One can find 
cities that are wasting away as can one discover 
prosperous rural areas.

It pays to closely look at each case to determine  
the expediency of centralisation. This is an ap-
proach that frequently occurs in rural areas in  
regards to local government or administrative re-
forms. Can the potential for cost efficiency actually 
make up for longer travel times, more difficult local 
engagement and structural losses? Would it not be 
possible for well thought-out regionalisation meas-
ures, the application of subsidiarity principles to 

delegate responsibilities, the strengthening of com-
munal and regional administration as well as a func-
tion-driven cooperation to be sensible alternatives 
for the countryside in regions with scarce infrastruc-
ture? Most importantly, digitisation plays an impor-
tant role in developing solutions for remote areas 
because of its ability to connect, integrate and help 
overcome distance. Another question that needs to 
be asked is whether linking financial support for 
municipalities to the number of inhabitants (a per 
capita subsidy) still allows for the maintenance of 
public services in rural areas.

Our Civic Education Forums and our Municipal 
Academy organised many projects across Germany. 
These ranged from gatherings of experts, forums 
and workshops on strategies to address the city-
country divide to the municipal congress “Heimat 
bilden” in Erfurt, the series “Future of the City – 
City of the Future” that took place for example in 
Hamburg and Berlin, as well as a transformation 
conference on the future of villages in Lower Sax-
ony. They all had the goal of drawing attention to 
the topic in cities and in the countryside. 

This helped generate pilot initiatives and new ideas, 
raise fundamental questions and develop concrete 
strategies. It also supported civic education at the 
European level with the publication “Europa vor Ort. 
Kommunen, Bürgerschaft, Förderprojekte” (Europe 
on Site. Municipalities, Citizenship and Support). 
The white paper “Stadt und Land – Zeit für neue 
Ideen” (Rural Areas and Cities – Time for New Ideas) 
describes the background of the topic as well as cur-
rent trends.


