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	Energy policy from behind the scenes

An American scholar (not quite) undercover in Germany

By Natasha Bajema 

Before I began my year as a German Chancellor Scholar, I had already spent a semester conducting research on the German energy policy in the U.S. Now after having experienced energy policy firsthand in Germany, I cannot help but smile, chuckle and even shake my head in disbelief when I think about the conclusions I had reached during my initial period of research. I had questioned the German government's ability to pass a law that would bring about a premature and permanent phase-out of nuclear energy at the agreement of the energy corporations. Much to my surprise, the nuclear phase-out law was passed by both the Bundestag and the Bundesrat and signed by President Rau on April 26, 2002 without even an audible squawk. 

Subsequent statements made by the CDU party threatening to reverse the nuclear phase-out policy after coming elections were strongly criticized by the energy corporations, who are not interested in building new nuclear power plants for economic reasons and enjoy certain advantages from the phase-out agreement. And so, the nuclear phase-out policy will effectively remain intact regardless of the new political-party constellation. The real answers are behind the scenes. 

Aiming to experience the actual politics behind the German energy policy scene, I decided to "go undercover" and conduct my research by working from within the Federal Ministry for Environment, Nature Conservation and Reactor Safety (BMU) in Berlin and Bonn. Officially, the Federal Ministry of Economics and Technology (BMWi) holds the primary responsibility for energy policy issues in the German government. However, since the 1998 coalition between the SPD and the Green party, the BMU has taken the lead to implement several significant energy policy measures and programmes including the Renewable Energy Act, the National Climate Protection Programme, the Combined Heat and Power Act and the Nuclear Phase-out Law. 

During my year as a German Chancellor Scholar, I soon discovered that working at the BMU would not only give me an insider's view into energy policy, but also allow me to participate and become part of the policy process itself. As the year progressed, I became gradually more integrated into the work of the BMU. Still, I somehow managed to remain an American scholar - not quite undercover. 
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The German government has implemented several significant energy policy measures like the Renewable Energy Act (Foto: Reinhard). 

Since the BMU Directorates are divided up between Berlin and Bonn, I spent time in both cities. On many occasions, I was able to observe energy policy as it was actually taking place. For example, during a meeting between the BMWi and the BMU to discuss the results of a study evaluating the success of various climate protection measures, I experienced the divergence between the political dispositions of the Environmental and Economic Ministries, as key members from both sides clashed dramatically over contrary methods for reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Sitting in on a parliamentary session in the Bundestag, I observed the final debate and vote to pass the nuclear phase-out law. 

Through colleagues at the BMU, I gained access to key political events and decisionmakers and participated in discussions about energy policy. To explore the longterm success of the nuclear phase-out policy, I discussed the strengths and weaknesses of the law with the SPD parliamentary specialist on nuclear energy policy. Participating in a symposium on the Nuclear Phase-out and Climate Protection Policy hosted by Federal Environmental Minister, Jürgen Trittin, I became familiar with a wide spectrum of viewpoints on German energy policy. This symposium established the foundation for a series of one-on-one interviews that I conducted with decision-makers at energy corporations, the German government, environmental organizations, Siemens, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development/International Energy Agency (OECD/ IEA), the European Commission and various industry associations. In addition to attending a panel debate between the energy-policy spokespersons for the political parties hosted by the Atomforum on the future of German energy policy, I also had one-on-one discussions with Michaele Hustedt, the Greenparty spokesperson and Kurt-Dieter Grill, the CDU-party spokesperson. 

During my work in the Directorate for Reactor Safety in Bonn, I had the opportunity to become part of the policy process. The timing of my arrival at the BMU in Bonn turned out to be not short of perfect as the State Secretary of the Federal Ministry of Environment was planning a delegation trip to the U.S. to meet with experts and decisionmakers in energy policy. Working in the Division for the Coordination of Nuclear Energy Policy, I received the task of preparing extensive briefing materials on U.S. energy policy including reports on the National Energy Policy of the current administration and the California energy crisis. 
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"I was able to observe energy policy as it was actually taking place (Foto: Lichtenscheidt). 

It did not occur to me at the time, but I happened to blow my cover as a BMU employee in my analysis of U.S. nuclear energy policy. In light of the overemphasis on fossil fuels and lack of climate protection measures in current U.S. energy policy, I acknowledged my support, though minimal, for various measures promoting the U.S. nuclear industry, provided that high levels of safety are maintained. Secondhand, I learned that the State Secretary intuitively grinned as he read the "American" statement, which was lightly crossed out in the final version by the director of my division since it was not consistent with the German government's policy to phase-out nuclear energy. Had I been a German colleague, the politics of a Federal Ministry would have required me to delete the statement of support for expanding the nuclear energy industry. However, as an American scholar, I had somehow overcome barriers that would have otherwise existed and successfully sneaked through a statement in direct conflict with an important policy of the German government. 

Concluding my work for the BMU, I represented the Environmental Ministry at a meeting of the OECD/Nuclear Energy Agency-Working Group on Public Communication of Nuclear Regulatory Organizations in Stockholm. Since the meeting was conducted in English, my American accent quickly gave away my nationality. The event of a young American representing the German Nuclear Regulatory Organization at an international meeting certainly intrigued many of the other OECD member country representatives. At one point during the meeting as I was absorbed in my note-taking, the representative of the French nuclear regulatory organization jokingly remarked about the obvious contrast between German nuclear energy policy and that of other member countries attending the meeting. Sensing a brief moment of silence, I looked up surprised to see that all eyes were on me, the German representative. Realizing the joke was on me, I smiled as a series of grins and loud chuckles rippled throughout the room. I had succeeded in blowing my cover yet again. 

During my daily escapades at the BMU, I lightheartedly became not only the person responsible for current U.S. foreign policy, environmental policy and the like, but also the resident expert on all things American. Lunchtime discussions in the cafeteria often revolved around the latest jab of the U.S. towards international cooperation, comparing Germany and the U.S. on an endless variety of issues, or specific details about the U.S. election process, law and history. After lunch, I would return to my office only to quickly research or confirm answers to the many questions from my German colleagues. And so, I found myself also learning more about my own country through intimate comparisons to Germany. 

Reflecting on my various experiences as a German Chancellor Scholar in Germany, my decision to study energy policy at the BMU turned out to be more than fortuitous. In addition to gaining extensive insight into the policy process in Germany, I had many extraordinary opportunities to contribute to a better understanding between Germany and the United States in a way that was only possible as an American scholar - not quite undercover. 
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