
German coalition negotiators close
to deal on refugees, SPD says
BERLIN (Reuters) – German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s conservatives and the
Social Democrats (SPD) are close to overcoming a major stumbling block in their
talks  to  form a  new coalition  government,  a  senior  SPD negotiator  said  on
Monday.

The parties are trying to thrash out an agreement on the vexed issue of family
reunions for asylum seekers allowed to stay in Germany, with some in the center-
left SPD pushing for a more lenient approach.

But the conservatives are keen to present a tougher line on immigration issues to
avoid losing more votes to the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD), which
surged into parliament for the first time after last September’s election.

Talks on the family reunion issue broke off overnight without agreement, but
Malu Dreyer, an SPD deputy leader, said the parties were in the “final stages” of
clinching an accord.

Dreyer told Deutschlandfunk radio there was a will among the negotiators “that
we really reach an agreement today”.

Merkel, who failed to form a government in talks with two smaller parties late last
year, needs the talks with the SPD to succeed in order to secure a fourth term as
chancellor.

Her  conservative  bloc  and  the  SPD  governed  Germany,  Europe’s  biggest
economy, over the previous four years from 2013 to 2017 in what is known as a
‘grand coalition’. That government took the decision in 2015 to take in more than
a million migrants and refugees, many of them fleeing conflicts in the Middle
East.

On the asylum seekers issue, the SPD and conservatives agreed in a blueprint this
month to limit to 1,000 a month the number of people who can join immediate
family members granted protection in Germany.

But  the  SPD is  trying to  refine  the  agreement  on  family  reunions  for  some
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accepted asylum seekers. The conservatives have so far rejected demands by the
SPD to raise that number by introducing a so-called “hardship” clause.

Dreyer said the negotiating parties also had unresolved differences on health
insurance and employment policy.

“But there we are also not miles away from a solution,” she added.
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