
German  coalition  talks:  Where
Brits  see  a  crisis,  Germans  find
unity
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In 2010, the UK general election ended in a hung parliament.

The news sparked a frenzy. For the first time since the 1970s, no party had
enough seats to form a majority government.

After a week of media speculation and intense talks between the major parties,
Prime Minister Gordon Brown stepped down and a coalition emerged between the
centre-right Conservative party and the centrist Liberal Democrats.

Such a speedy turn around is a novelty in Europe.

“To  me it  was  weird  in  2010,  how the  media  were  up  in  arms,”  Dr  Heinz
Brandenburg at the University of Strathclyde told the BBC. “It took them the
grand old time of four days to form a coalition and get everything sorted.”
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Learning to work together
Germany held elections on Sunday, with the centre-left Social Democrats claiming
a narrow victory.

Experts now think it could take months for the country to work out a coalition
government.  Until  then,  Chancellor  Angela  Merkel  will  stay  on  as  caretaker
leader – unable to propose new laws, but keeping the federal government running
until her successor takes over.

German coalition talks begin after close election
Seven things we learned about the German election

Coalition forming is the norm for many democracies on the continent, especially
for those that use proportional representation (PR). This system allocates seats in
parliament according to the number of votes cast for a party.

This is different to first-past-the-post, used for UK national elections. Under that
system, the candidate that gets the most votes wins the election, even if they
aren’t picked by a majority.

Germany meanwhile uses a mix of both those two to decide the make-up of their
parliament.

But forming a coalition isn’t easy. The Netherlands is still  wrangling over its
government after elections in March, while its neighbour Belgium holds the world
record for longest time without a government, with negotiations dragging on for
541 days after elections in June 2010.
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The UK coalition government formed in 2010 was the first since the end of World
War Two  – Getty Images

Dr Brandenburg explains that in Germany there is no formal system for creating a
coalition. While in the UK the Queen asks the leader of the largest party to try to
form a government, in Germany all parties can talk to each other at all times to
try to make a deal. “It’s actually quite a messy process,” he said.

But he says he finds it “irritating” when coalition negotiations are framed as
“horse-trading” or the result of dodgy backroom deals. Parties draw up coalition
contracts based on their political manifestos and compromises with other parties,
consult their membership, and all sides then sign up to the deal.

“It’s  the  normal  thing  in  all  PR  systems  with  many  parties  and  coalition
governments,” he said. “Parties set out, this is what we want, and then it’s a
question of finding acceptable compromises on these things. Presenting it all as
horse trading, I think it’s very negative phrasing.”

That said, it won’t be easy. Germany is used to coalitions between two parties, but
not three or more. A poll published on Monday said only 37% were satisfied with
the outcome of Sunday’s election, with 58% saying they were less satisfied or not
at all satisfied with the result.
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Who are the rivals to lead Germany after Merkel?
Angela Merkel: A career in pictures

Speaking  to  German  public  broadcaster  ZDF,  Green  party  co-leader  Robert
Habeck said they needed to see how well they get along with the liberal Free
Democratic Party.

“This is a sign of adult politics,” he said, adding that both sides needed to “create
a space of trust”.

Following Germany’s last  election in 2017 it  took six months to form a new
government,  after  talks  between different  parties  collapsed.  Mr Habeck said
those negotiations were an example of “how not to do this”.

“In the end it has to be a total work of art,” he said.
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