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“For Dahrendorf, the essence of democracy and freedom were more important than the 

promise of an ever-closer union in Europe,” Helmut Anheier wrote in a 2017 editorial for the 

Dahrendorf Forum. Indeed, Ralf Dahrendorf was a realist. He knew that the robustness of 

supranational arrangements hinges on the commitment of their member states, and cannot be 

taken for granted. He also deplored the idea that democratic values might be over-ridden for 

presumed gains in European integration. On the contrary, both might suffer: sacrificing 

democratic values and undermining integration.  

Dahrendorf was not just a skeptical realist as far as the reality of European integration was 

concerned, he was also especially sensitive regarding the legacy of Germany’s authoritarian 

past. This was the crucial message of his trail-blazing book Gesellschaft und Demokratie in 

Deutschland (Dahrendorf, 1967). His skepticism notwithstanding, Dahrendorf would have 

subscribed to the notion of the mutual reinforcement of democracy and freedom and robust 

multilateralism, especially as far as the role of Germany is concerned.  

There can be no reasonable doubt about the commitment of all German Federal Governments, 

so far, to multilateralism and, thus, the cause of European integration under the auspices of 

what today is the European Union. However, commitment is a matter of values and motives, 

while what matters in practice is compliance. Whether or not member states of a multilateral 

arrangement do what they are officially committed to is an open question. Countless episodes 

illustrate how the conflicting rationale of commitment and compliance shaped the history of 

the EU and its institutional predecessors. Dahrendorf’s skepticism reflected those experiences. 

This essay examines the tensions between Germany’s strong commitment to the EU and its 

deals with Russia on securing privileged access to natural gas supplies. It speculates on 

whether recent incidents in which the Russian state has ridden roughshod over international 

norms will induce Germany’s leadership to comply better with commitments to EU rules. 

Nord Stream 2 – a paradigmatic case  

The on-going German debate on whether or not to suspend the completion of the second gas 

pipeline through the Baltic Sea, known as Nord Stream 2, is a paradigmatic case. It is about 

German lack of compliance with EU regulations, in spite of official commitment. The 

framework of the EU energy market is the Third Energy Package of 2009 and, as far as the 

supply of natural is concerned, the Gas Directive. The Gas Directive stipulates the separation 

of gas production and sale operations via transmission networks. This is known as the 
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“unbundling” requirement. It was designed to strengthen the competitiveness of renewable 

energy suppliers who typically have no transmission network at their disposal. However, one 

year after the Georgian war of 2008, it was also meant to reduce EU dependence on Russian 

natural gas: Nord Stream 2 is incompatible with the Gas Directive, thus with EU law, since 

the owner of Nord Stream Corporation, Russia's state-owned gas giant Gazprom, is also the 

world’s largest gas producer.  

Strictly, German companies in the gas business should never have signed the contracts for 

Nord Stream 2. They include Wintershall AG and its parent company BASF, as well as 

Uniper, since March 2020 part of the Finnish trust Fortum though. At the very least, the 

German Federal Government should have made it crystal-clear to these companies that Nord 

Stream 2 is incompatible with EU energy policy and that Germany for the sake of the 

credibility of its commitment to the single European market and its institutions should abide 

by the Third Energy Package.  

In fact, the German Federal Government did just the opposite. A former Chancellor and 

Social Democrat, Gerhard Schröder, was recruited by Gazprom in a smart move to get access 

to domestic elite networks and to neutralize potential opposition from the German political 

Left. Schröder’s influence became especially effective when, from 2013 on, fellow Social 

Democrats were at the helm of the Federal Ministry for the Economy which at that time was 

also responsible for energy policy. What emerged was an influential alliance of unlikely 

partners, namely the conservative wing of the Christian Democrats with its traditional 

business connections and the very Social Democrats who otherwise never hesitate to criticize 

business lobbying.  

Instead of promoting EU rules designed to strengthen the competitiveness of re-renewable 

energy and to reduce the dependence on Russian gas supply, Berlin supported the Nord 

Stream 2 project against stiffening opposition. In domestic public discourse, opposition to the 

pipeline project was primarily associated with the threat of US sanctions culminating in the 

Protecting Europe’s Energy Security Act (PEESA) of December 2019. It remained largely 

unaddressed, however, that Nord Stream 2 was, from the very outset, fiercely criticized within 

the European Union itself.  

In November 2015, ten EU member states wrote an Open Letter to the EU Commission in 

protest against Nord Stream 2 and asked to put the project on the agenda of the EU summit. In 

response, the German Federal Government came up with two bizarre arguments. One was that 

Nord Stream was a private business affair in which the Federal Government had no intention 

to interfere. A second argument was that the Gas Directive was allegedly not applicable to the 

pipeline because the trajectory ran through international waters – nota bene, the Baltic sea 

surrounded by EU member states. This should have made it even more pressing to 

demonstrate political commitment to the implementation of the Third Energy package rather 

than exploit loopholes of the Gas Directive.  
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In practice, Germany blocked any initiative to put the issue on the agenda of the EU Council . 

It did not change its stance when, in November 2018, some 100 members of the EU 

Parliament sent another Open Letter in protest against Nord Stream 2, this time to Chancellor 

Merkel herself. It read, inter alia, “We ask you, Madam Chancellor, that your government 

reconsiders and changes its policy on Nord Stream 2. Stop blocking the work on the Gas 

Directive. Support the course set by the European Commission and the European Parliament. 

Let Russia’s President know that Germany will stand by its EU partners and by Ukraine. 

Choose the European way, not the ‘Germany first’ way.” Again, this should have been clear 

enough. It was to no avail though. 

For the German government, it probably came as an unpleasant surprise when French 

president Emmanuel Macron, in February 2019, took the initiative to amend the Gas Directive 

so that the last loophole for Nord Stream to circumvent the Directive was closed. Since April 

2019, no pipeline can be licensed under EU law when the “unbundling” of gas production and 

gas transmission is not guaranteed as soon as one end is located in one of the member states. 

This is the case for Nord Stream 2: its terminal is in Lubmin, near the city of Greifswald in 

the state of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern. In May 2020, the relevant regulatory agency, the 

Bundesnetzagentur, decided that the amended Gas Directive applies to Nord Stream 2 also 

retroactively. 

Russia beyond the pale? 

That was the state of affairs when it emerged that the Russian opposition leader Alexei 

Nawalny had been poisoned with a Novichok , the same agent used in the attempted murder 

of Sergei Skripal in the UK in 2018. Merkel, in remarkably strong language, not only 

pronounced the attack on Nawalny an unacceptable crime but also demanded an explanation 

from the Russian government.  

Merkel’s public stance differed from the low-key reaction of the German government when, 

earlier in 2020, Federal prosecutors had determined that Russian intelligence agents had 

staged a cyberattack on the Bundestag in 2015 and that the murder of a Georgian man gunned 

down in public in Berlin in August 2019 was a hit ordered by the Russian government. The 

resolve of the Federal Government was underlined the same day by a joint press conference at 

which Foreign Minister Heiko Maas (SPD) and Minister of Defence, Annegret Kramp-

Karrenbauer (CDU) expressed similar sentiments. On 6 September, Maas expressed his hope 

that “that the Russians will not force us to change our position on Nord Stream 2”. The next 

day, Merkel’s spokesman, Steffen Seibert, confirmed that the chancellor “shared the opinion 

of the Foreign Minister”. It was the first time ever that the abandonment of Nord Stream 2 

was officially considered by key figures of the Federal Government and the Chancellor 

herself. The intended message to the Russian government was clear and precise: enough is 

enough. 

Yet cacophony characterizes the reaction in Chancellor Merkel’s own party, the Christian 

Democrats (CDU). The chairman of the Bundestag Foreign Affairs Committee, Norbert 
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Röttgen, a candidate for the CDU presidency, and one of his rivals, Friedrich Merz, suggested 

a stop or moratorium to suspend the completion of the pipeline. By contrast, the Prime 

Minister of the state of North-Rhine Westphalia, Norbert Laschet, another candidate for the 

party presidency, warned against “one-sided steps” referring to unilateral measures against 

Nord Stream 2. Rather, a “European answer” should be given. The current president of the 

Christian Democrats, Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer, said “Nord Stream 2 is not my heartfelt 

concern” but did not explicitly join Röttgen or Merz in their plea for a stop or moratorium of 

the project. A remarkable statement came from the Christian Democratic Minister for 

Economic Affairs and Energy, Peter Altmeier, who stated that according to the experience in 

his entire political life sanctions had served no purpose. His statement prompted Röttgen’s 

sarcastic reminder that the Minister was, after all, a member of Merkel’s cabinet who had 

supported every single EU sanction against Russia since the Russian annexation of Crimea in 

2014. 

Foreign Minister Maas of the SPD found himself in an even more awkward situation. 

Virtually nobody within his own party supported his statement that Russia’s non-compliance 

with the investigation into the origins of the attempted murder of Alex Nawalny could change 

the German position on Nord Stream 2. On the contrary, prominent members of the party 

leadership, such as the Prime Minister of the state of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Manuela 

Schwesig, fiercely rejected the notion of a moratorium, let alone stop, of the pending works to 

complete the pipeline. The chairman of the SPD Bundestag group, Rolf Mützenich, practiced 

what is known as ‘whataboutery’. He said that, after all, Germany had no choice but to 

purchase fossil energy sources from countries with authoritarian regimes, for instance oil from 

Saudi Arabia – an allusion to the murder of Jamal Khashoggi in 2018 at the hands of 

presumed Saudi intelligence agents. Mützenich said, there would be no reason to handle the 

case of Russia and the attempted murder of Nawalny differently. 

Conclusion 

What is indicative about the German Nord Stream debate after the attempted murder of 

Alexei Nawalny is the absence of the EU dimension in terms of regulation and institutional 

requirements, let alone the question of compliance. Mobilizing political energy and forming 

explicit and implicit alliances in favor of the abandonment of Nord Stream 2 for the sake of 

Germany’s credibility within the EU is therefore an uphill battle. The fact that Germany fails 

to comply with the Third Energy Package and, thus, with its own principles of multilateralism 

and “deepening” the EU single market, is virtually not addressed in political discourse. The 

fact that Nord Stream 2 has always put a strain on the cohesion of the European Union in the 

realm of a common energy policy and on Germany’s relationship especially with Poland, 

Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia is only reluctantly acknowledged. Finally, quite remarkably for 

a country that takes pride in its commitment to the fight against climate change, the fact that 

gas pipelines are emitters of one of the worst climate gases, methane, is not mentioned either.  
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Whether or not the Merkel Government will manage to escape from the non-compliance trap 

remains uncertain. Now that Germany holds the presidency of the EU Council, Berlin must 

not miss the opportunity of productive issue linkage. When the attempted murder of Nawalny 

with an internationally banned nerve agent is defined as a state sponsored crime, it needs a 

resolute response. Abandoning Nord Stream 2 would be precisely that kind of response. At 

the same time, it would represent a better-late-than-never act of compliance with the 

principles of the single European energy market in the form of the Third Energy Package and 

the Gas Directive. It would thus contribute to the mutual reinforcement of democratic values 

and robust multilateralism. After all, the return to compliance with EU commitments in a 

crucial field like energy supply is likely to strengthen Germany’s position in any other area of 

EU politics and policy where compliance is of the essence – and vice versa. Obvious 

examples are the rule of law and a commitment to human rights as the basis of migration 

policy. And, finally, suspending the completion of a second gas pipeline though the Baltic Sea 

would be a sign of credible commitment to the goals of the United Nations’ Paris agreement 

to combat climate change and the European Climate Change Programme.  

In a nutshell, it is a potential win-win situation in the arduous struggle for the mutual 

reinforcement of democracy and robust multilateralism in Ralf Dahrendorf’s sense. The only 

losers are those who invested their hopes and their money in a pipeline project based on 

infringement of EU rules. The alternative is an ‘all-lose’ scenario: to deepen the rift within the 

EU over Nord Stream 2, to encourage Russia to continue with aggression and state-sponsored 

crime and to weaken Germany’s standing as a credible lead nation in what is supposed to be 

an ever-closer union in Europe 
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