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Begrüßung Botschafter BGA-Young Königswinter Seminar am 1.11.2008

(Anrede)

It is a great pleasure for me to welcome you at the German Embassy in London for the BGA-Young Königswinter Conference. 
You are, as you certainly have realized, not in the central part of the chancery or residence, which are just on the other side of Belgrave square. This building was the embassy of the German Democratic Republic until the 2nd of October 1990. 
And if, 20 years ago, you would have dared to predict that two years later, the German Democratic Republic and the Communist Bloc would have ceased to exist, you would probably have been ridiculed and seen as someone completely out of touch with reality. 
I mention this, because also right now, we are witnessing developments that most observers have not forseen and which will be a topic for discussion here in this conference.
The British-German Association and ‘Königswinter’ are two classic brand-names in the German-British relationship. 
The BGA is – and I do not exaggerate – one of the most important partners we have here in this country. 
Under the leadership of Stephen Watson and Lord Watson it bends over backwards to explain Germany to Britain and to further strengthen the relationship between our two countries. If the public perception of Germany has improved in the last years – and I am convinced that this is the case - then this is also due to the creative and persevering work of the BGA.
And Königswinter? 
Königswinter – and I speak about the ‘classic’ Königswinter Conference as well as about Young Königswinter – has become a synonym for German-British friendship and dialogue. And even more important: It has become a network of people prominent in all walks of life – politics, the economy, culture – to whom the German-British friendship is dear and who are actively involved in bringing our two countries together even closer. 
So when the BGA and Young Königswinter invite to a joint seminar, than that’s a good as German-British cooperation can get!
One central point on your agenda today is the question:’Has Anglo-Saxon capitalism failed?’ This is a question that many have asked in the last few weeks. Your agenda, however, was not drawn up in October, but already in July – long before the dimensions of the so-called credit-crunch became clear. 
So if you already thought four months ago that capitalism might have failed, this question is now all the more acute.

Here we come back to the topic of predictability. To have asked this question in the 90s would have seemed bizarre to most people in the Western World. The ‘End of History’ had been proclaimed, and after the collapse of communism, there seemed to be no alternative model to capitalism in its anglo-saxon variant. 
Markets were booming, wealth seemed to increase especially in the Anglo-Saxon world and the immense riches accumalated by few seemed to be legitimized by what looked like the trickle-down effect. Margaret Thatcher’s famous claim ‘ that ‘there is no alternative’ seemed to be undisputed. Even in Germany, the ‘soziale Marktwirtschaft’ or the ‘rheinische Kapitalismus – i.e. capitalism with social strings attached to it – were increasingly put in the defensive by those who claimed that certain structural problems in Germany like high unemployment could only be overcome by deregulation. 
To have asked the ‘Systemfrage’ – a term  coined by the radical students in the 60s and 70s – would have automatically excluded you from the accepted political discourse.
The main boast of capitalism has always been that it can deliver prosperity. And so it has. Capitalism has generated growth and prosperity on a historically unprecedented scale for an unprecedented number of people. 

Yet two things should not be forgotten. 
First, capitalism is not an end in itself, but rather a means to more than one end. For when it comes to sustainable development, prosperity is not the only end. And here I am not just thinking of ecological sustainability. 
Seen more broadly, sustainability embraces social and political issues as well. Social justice and democratic political stability cannot be seen as mere by-products of economic prosperity. In Europe and in the West in general, they are values in their own right. 
Even more, they are part of a systemic triad, because at least in our part of the world, capitalism can best perform its role of generating economic prosperity when accompanied by social justice and democratic stability. 

Maintaining this triad of economic prosperity, social justice and democratic stability is rendered all the more important because of what appears to be capitalism’s inherent tendency to wealth concentration as well as boom-and-bust cycles. 
The current financial crisis which has now infected the real economy is a stark reminder of this tendency. And it also serves to demonstrate that the state is not part of the problem, but an indispensable part of the answer to the perennial problem of generating economic prosperity that is socially and politically sustainable in the longer term. 

To the extent that this essential role of the state has been neglected and sometimes even derided by the most ardent advocates of the Anglo-Saxon model, one could indeed argue that the current crisis is also a crisis of this model. 
In this sense, there have been not only financial but also ideological excesses which are now being corrected by economic and political reality. 

In my view, this offers a dual opportunity. 
First, it offers the opportunity of a rapprochement of Anglo-Saxon and continental European conceptions which will greatly facilitate reaching common solutions to our current economic woes. 
Even more importantly, however, such a rapprochement will make it easier to reach a consensus on the necessary overhaul of the international economic and financial system. For back to business as usual will not work. Rather, the severity of this crisis must be seen as a wake-up call to conceive and to implement substantial reforms designed to prevent a recurrence of similar excesses.

In so doing, we will strengthen the resilience and prosperity-generating function of capitalism. And Churchill will be proven right again. 
For to paraphrase his dictum about democracy one might say that capitalism is the worst form of economics -- except all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.

I would like to thank all those who made this conference possible – especially Steven Watson  from the BGA and James Sproule from the Young Königswinter Alumni Group.

I wish you a successful and pleasant day.
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