Cleaning Up Eastern Germany's Environment an Interview with Patrick Murphy 

Just prior to reunification, officials in West Germany were supposedly very concerned about the added financial burden of having to clean up the heavily polluted environment they were about to rejoin after 40 years. Was their concern warranted?

To be exact, a " coal triangle" - the southern portion of East Germany, near Halle, Leipzig, and Dresden; the southern portion of Poland, around Katowice, which has a coal mine in the center of the city; and the northern portion of Czechoslovakia - is the dirtiest area in Europe. Why? Because the Communists did not really pay much attention, if at all, to environmental concerns. To be fair to them, they had a 1939 mindset - the more smoking chimneys, the better. Over the course of decades, that mindset changed in the West, but not so in the East's centrally planned economies. In fact, it now appears that the East German economy was run into the ground over the last 15-20 years, and that includes the environment.

There is a place called Bitterfeld which is just northeast of Halle - the name means " bitter field" because it was a chemical manufacturing center for that area. Now it is so polluted from sulfur and coal burning that it will take many years to bring it up to Western standards. There have already been a number of plant closings purely for environmental reasons since German reunification. Some of these factories will never reopen. The major firms, like Leuna and Buna, will survive somehow; but Germany cannot afford to put modem pollution controls on many of the smaller plants.

These are not the only polluted areas of eastern Germany. In fact, the majority of people throughout eastern Germany burn brown coal, which has a high concentration of sulphur. As a result, all of the buildings in eastern Germany arc caked with brown soot. The buildings are also slowly crumbling from years of sulfuric acid rain. The Communists were great at creating pollution. For example, a two-cylinder Trabant, which really has a motorcycle engine, produces 100 times the amount of pollution as a Mercedes. 

There were some pollution regulations on the books, but the Communist bosses were more concerned with getting the job done and not necessarily following the regulations. These regulations were basically propaganda so that the government could say that they were indeed concerned about the environment.

Do you feel that the German government is seriously committed to cleaning up the serious environmental problems left behind by the old socialist regime in the East?

Cleaning up the environment is certainly one of the government's top priorities. They have coupled this with another top priority - reducing unemployment. One clear example of this is that workers who had lost their jobs in the government's closings of heavily polluting factories have been re-hired by the government in a sort of public-works program to clean up the old factory grounds, install new sewer pipes, et cetera. . . . Another example of the enormous amount of effort the government has put into cleaning up the environment is its plan to spend $75 billion over the next five years to clean up the country's waterways and sewage treatment systems.

The government is also concentrating on cleaning up the air; drinking water, noise pollution; and chemical dumping grounds, which number in the tens of thousands. The government also stressed the importance of American management expertise and know-how in these areas to aid them in the clean-up effort. I was taken aback when speaking to a representative in charge of environmental affairs from eastern Germany's Chamber of Commerce who said that up until my arrival, he hadn't heard from any American engineering companies interested in helping clean up east Germany. About one-eighth of eastern Germany's sewage water is treated before going back into the Elbe River, which in turn affects the western part of Germany when it receives the polluted water from upstream.

Germany cannot clean up the environment by itself. I also suspect that there are political reasons in asking for foreign help. The German government would like to expose eastern Germany to other " foreigners" to give them an exchange of ideas. It is in the U.S. national interest to be there since it is certainly better to make $10 million off a treatment plant in eastern Germany than to spend $3 million on a tank in western Germany. This certainly strengthens our reputation in Europe.

I understand that you recently attended an environmental fair in Germany devoted specifically to environmental clean-up programs for eastern Germany?

I attended a fair in September called " Entsorgung" [an acronym of the German " clean-up/waste treatment"]. I estimated that there were about 750 firms represented there, around 700 of which were from western Germany; and the remaining firms were from other countries, some of them American. It was fascinating to meet so many other people interested in all of the different fields of waste clean-up. I was especially interested in speaking with the east German engineering companies. I must say for the record that these east German participants were extremely intelligent and very well-informed and well-trained. However, these companies simply do not have the necessary funds, which is why they want to work with American and western German firms.

The German government has prepared at least 14 different plans of various means for subsidizing the reconstruction of the eastern half of Germany. This includes housing, road construction, and other infrastructure projects. These plans include everything from loan guarantees to low-interest loans. Direct subsidies are available where the government will underwrite one-third of a proposed project if it is accepted. All of the paperwork for a small project can be done in just a few weeks. For a $100-million sewage-plant project, the paperwork may take one to two months to complete.

Local government, which handles such projects as waste-water pipelines, for example, often has very little money at its disposal. One way this problem can be alleviated is through private-company consortiums. These private companies not only work out a financial plan dealing with western banks, but also run the company for 10 to 15 years. The value is paid back by the local government charging its citizens a tax on water, to use my example again. The money is then transferred from the local government to the company which owns and operates the plant. By charging presumably more than is spent on running the plant, the company receives a good return on its investment.

You mentioned water-treatment plants as one type of investment the government favors. There must be many others in the environmental clean-up field?

Most of the buildings in eastern Germany, and in Central Europe for that matter, have deteriorated because of acid rain - they have to be rebuilt. The drinking water in eastern Germany is also not up to Western standards; therefore, clean-up in this area is necessary as well. The clean-up of dump sites - chemical dumps, landfills, et cetera, is also necessary. Once again, this clean-up through foreign, western German and eastern German turns creates a lot of jobs for everyone.

Apparently, the environmental clean-up Held in eastern Germany, and undoubtedly in other countries of Central Europe, presents great opportunities not only as a social benefit, but as a profitable venture as well.

That's certainly how I feel. I read a document put out in English by the German Environmental Ministry which listed a great number of opportunities available in the environmental field. The opportunities are almost overwhelming! Unfortunately, the only thing that keeps businesses from rushing to join this endeavor is their fear of bureaucracy, especially a foreign bureaucracy. There are, however, plenty of people in financial institutions who are willing to help businesses through the bureaucratic paperwork. The object of this effort is to combine good investment decisions with environmental clean-up projects. Those who enter the field will be helping the people in eastern Germany as well as their own country's economy - I can't imagine a better combination. My advice to potential investors is: Don't be afraid, jump in!
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