
European Green Perspectives on Basic Income 58 European Green Perspectives on Basic Income 59

Basic income in Germany | The Green discussion on 
basic income in Germany – its development and 
current status
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The early years

The discussion on basic income in the Green Party in 
Germany is as old as the party itself. The debate in the 
1980s was influenced by writers such as André Gorz91 
and Thomas Schmid92. Within the Greens, one of the main 
advocates was Michael Opielka, who was the academic 
advisor for social policy of the Greens parliamentary group 
in the Bundestag from 1983-1987 and had already written 
extensively in the 1980s about basic income.93 In addition, 
some Green Party members (such as Claus Offe) were 
among the co-founders of the Basic Income European 
Network (BIEN) in 1986, which later became the Basic 
Income Earth Network. 

The start of the millennium: Broadening discussion 

In the 1990s, after German reunification, other topics were 
at stake in the German Green Party as well as in German 
society, and the discussion about basic income receded 
into the background. However, that changed as a result 
of the discussions around the so-called “Hartz” labour 
market reforms in Germany at the start of the millenni-
um. Particularly the reform of social assistance (known 
as “Hartz IV”) generated contradiction and discussions 
about alternatives; not surprisingly, one of which was basic 
income. On the same day as the Hartz IV act was adopted  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
in the German Bundestag, the independent “Netzwerk 
Grundeinkommen” (Basic Income Network) was founded, 
with the support of several Green Party members, among 
others.94 The discussion on basic income then became 
more prominent again and also within the Greens. 

In contrast to the discussion in the 1980s, which mainly 
took place within the Green Party and its surroundings 
and in academic circles, this new discussion about basic 
income was much broader. At the beginning of this cen-
tury, representatives beyond the alternative-left-academic 
scenes also participated in the discourse. Dieter Althaus, 
prime minister of Thüringen and member of the conserv-
ative party (CDU) proposed his own very specific basic 
income model, which he called Solidarisches Bürgergeld95. 
This model proposed a basic income at the upper end of 
the current minimum income (like Hartz IV) and was to 
be implemented as a negative income tax. It also included 
a health flat rate of €200 per month. The unemployment 
insurance was to be substituted by the basic income, but 
there was an additional pension insurance which was fully 
financed by the employers. Interestingly, the CDU-affiliated 
political foundation Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung hired two 
Green academics, the two authors of this article, to carry 
out a financial study of Althaus’s proposal.96 

2007: A year-long debate culminating in a 
showdown 

In 2007, there was a particularly intense debate on basic 
income within the Greens. The party board founded a 
committee known as “Zukunft der sozialen Sicherung” 
(Future of social security) under the leadership of Reinhard 
Bütikofer, the main topic of which was the discussion on 
basic income. One half of the committee were advocates 
of a basic income while the other half were against it. 
In the end, there was no total agreement between these 
two sub-groups; although, a lot of common ground was 
found, such as on basic goals, the necessity of a better 
minimum income system, and critique of the Hartz IV 
system. Therefore, the final report took the form of a Y, 
with a trunk of agreement and two branches: one arguing 
for a basic income with a concrete basic income model 
and the other branch arguing for a means-tested minimum 
income system.97 

In parallel to this committee, there was a broad discussion 
going on within the Green Party in most local and federal 
states.98 Some states (Länder) adopted resolutions that 
advocated for a basic income. The resolution of the Greens 
in Baden-Wurttemberg99 was based on the proposal that 
was made by the committee of the federal party and was 
then an alternative at the federal party congress of 2007 in 
Nuremberg. The end of the Nuremberg-resolution stated: 
“With this resolution the debate on basic income is not 
finished, all the more so as the discussion is going on 
in society. The discussion shall go on. For example, on 
the question of whether and how a negative income tax, 
which is proposed in some basic income models, can be 
combined with the Green minimum income concept.”100 
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One of the points of common agreement within the 
Greens in Germany is the further development of social 
insurances into citizen insurance schemes (Bürgerver-
sicherungen)101. This is important for the basic income 
supporters within the Greens as well because basic 
income should not be a substitute for social insurance. 
For most of the Green basic income supporters, the idea 
of basic income and the idea of citizen insurance schemes 
for pensions, health, and care belong together. Michael 
Opielka even made a proposal of a basic income insurance 
that combines both ideas.102

2010 to 2013: Looking for a compromise

In the years following the Nuremberg-resolution, the dis-
cussion on basic income somewhat slowed down within 
the Greens. From 2010-2012, another committee of the 
federal party dealing with the social profile of the Greens 
once again was implemented. The committee was called 
“Zukunftsforum Antworten auf die auseinanderfallende 
Gesellschaft” (Future forum for answers on the diverging 
society). The aim was to describe and to sharpen the 
Green social profile. As a result, two consecutive reports 
were published, each containing a chapter on basic in-
come, based on the work of a sub-working group of five 
persons: some of them in favour of; some against a basic 
income103. In contrast to the committee in 2007, this group 
made a compromise proposal, which they called “Grüne 
Basissicherung” (Green basic security). 

The basic idea of this compromise was the assessment 
that, on the one hand, an unconditional basic income for 
everyone was not a consensus in the party, but that on 
the other hand, a basic income or benefits like a basic 
income focusing on some groups could make sense for 
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a large majority of the party, particular a Kindergrundsiche-
rung (children’s basic security), a guarantee pension, and 
a negative income tax for workers. Besides these priority 
groups, in further steps, there could be basic income ben-
efits or basic income-like benefits implemented for further 
groups. Additionally, there should be a better means-tested 
minimum income scheme, which should be simpler and 
should better safeguard against poverty. A Kindergrund-
sicherung and guaranteed pension has already been agreed 
by the Green Party. The Kindergrundsicherung was not very 
specific, but a specific guarantee pension model already 
existed as part of the Green pensions concept104. What was 
still missing, however, was a concept for a negative income 
tax for workers.

The election programme for the federal elections in 2013 
contained the following: “We want to further discuss the 
idea of a financial basic security or the idea of a negative 
income tax. Particularly in the debate on minimum income 
security and basic income for everyone, it is important to 
combine our guiding principles of justice and an emancipa-
tory social policy with the importance of public institutions 
and financial feasibility. We want to bring this discussion 
into society. Therefore, we think the implementation of an 
‘Enquete Commission’ (Study Commission) of the Bunde-
stag makes sense, in which the idea and models of basic 
income, as well as fundamental reform perspectives for 
the welfare state and the social security systems shall be 
discussed”.

2013-2017: Further development of basic income 
modules 

However, this decision was only implemented in part. The 
Green parliamentary group decided – with the support of 
the Green MPs in favour of a basic income  – against 
requesting a Study Commission. This was mainly because 
in times of a grand coalition of parties who were all against 
a basic income and two opposition parties in which only 
a minority was in favour of a basic income, there was a 
high risk that such a committee, even with considerable 
effort, might fail to generate any productive debate, or could 
perhaps even result in a rejection of the basic income idea 
completely. What was done in the years 2013 to 2017 was 
to carry on developing the Green concept for a guaranteed 
pension and to develop a concrete concept for a Kinder-
grundsicherung by working groups of the party and of the 
parliamentary group in the Bundestag. 

What was not fulfilled during these years was the promise 
to bring the debate into wider society. There was no intense, 
public debate on basic income within the party or in society 
as a whole. However, that changed due to the increasing 
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debates in other countries; especially the referendum in 
Switzerland in 2016 and the basic income experiment in 
Finland. In 2016, a conference took place that was organised 
by several Green Party working groups; particularly the 
working group on the labour market, social policy and 
health policy, and the working group on economic and 
financial policy. 

2018-2020: Long-term programme, Covid-19 and 
Future lab

Since January 2018, the Green Party has a new federal 
Board with two new chairpersons: Annalena Baerbock and 
Robert Habeck. Robert Habeck supports the basic income 
idea and was already a member of the party committee 
dealing with basic income in 2007. In the same year, the 
party started the work and discussion on a new “Grund-
satzprogramm” (long-term programme), which is the third 
such programme, following those of 1980 and 2001, and 
which was subsequently adopted in 2020. Both party chairs 
emphasised that the discussion on basic income would be 
a prominent discussion point. The goal was not to have 
a showdown at the end of the discussion as in 2007, but 
to have as broad as possible a consensus around a Green 
concept, which should supersede Hartz IV.   

Not only within the Greens, but also in society, we now 
have a lively discussion about basic income. One reason 
behind this is the related debate on digitisation and the 
future of work. Even some top managers in Germany, such 
as Joe Kaeser from Siemens, Timotheus Hoettges from 
Telekom and others argue for a basic income, along with 
the philosopher Richard David Precht, who is often a guest 
in TV talk shows and who linked his demand for a basic 
income with the expected changes from digitisation. Thus, 
basic income is regularly a topic in the media. 

Nevertheless, in Germany, none of the mainstream po-
litical parties are in favour of a basic income. Only a few 
social democrats have begun to contemplate it. Although, 
10 years ago, a conservative prime minister of one of the 
federal states put forward an income proposal (see above), 
nowadays, in the conservative party, there are only a few 
supporters of a basic income, whose role in their group 
is only marginal. In the left-wing party, Die Linke, basic 
income is also controversial, discussed by some prominent 
advocates – such as the party’s former chairwoman Katja 
Kipping–, but which also faces prominent opponents, such 
as the former chairwoman of the parliamentary group in the 
Bundestag, Sarah Wagenknecht. Compared to the discus-
sion within the Green Party, it is even more controversial, 
and the opponents are even more strongly against a basic 
income.

“Not only within 
the Greens, but 

also in society, we 
now have a lively 
discussion about 

basic income. 
One reason 

behind this is the 
related debate on 

digitisation and the 
future of work.” 
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Thus, the discussion within the Greens – which has the aim 
of being more constructive – can have an important role 
for the debate on basic income as a whole in Germany. In 
this discussion, some key points are now at stake. The first 
step is that there should be a consensus about the goal to 
“overcome Hartz IV” and to look for an alternative. One of 
these alternatives is, of course, basic income. Thus, we need 
to have a new concrete basic income model. One possibility 
is an update of the 2007 model of Baden-Wurttemberg with 
a partial basic income, additional means-tested benefits and 
citizen insurances for health, care, and pensions. This update 
should also include the new concepts of child basic security 
and a guaranteed pension. However, the question remains 
as to whether the basic income should be partial or not. The 
key point of this question is how to deal with housing costs: 
should they be included in a basic income or not? 

Besides the discussion on a new Green basic income model, 
there is a need to further develop or create new concepts for 
single groups for a gradual introduction of benefits, such as 
the child basic security, the guaranteed pension, a negative 
income tax for workers and – potentially – a basic income 
for students or artists, a minimum unemployment benefit, 
and so on. This could be one strategy to implement a basic 
income group by group105. 

In 2020, the basic income debate was given an additional 
boost by the Covid-19crisis because the flaws of the current 
minimum income scheme and the gaps in the social secu-
rity system became clear. The debate accelerated by the 
Covid-19 crisis also had an impact on the discussion of the 
Green Party’s long-term programme. As expected, the issue 
of basic income was one of the controversial points at the 
party conference in November 2020. The Green Network on 
Basic Income (Grünes Netzwerk Grundeinkommen106) had 
prepared the debate intensively with a campaign “Grund-
einkommen wird Grundsatz” (Basic income becomes prin-
ciple), including a series of online discussions on different 
dimensions to the basic income debate. A few days before 
the party conference, an online event called “Grün. Europe. 
Grundeinkommen” (Green. Europe. Basic Income) with 
various guests from all over Europe was held107.

In the draft of the basic programme, there was a demand for 
a means-tested guaranteed security (“Garantiesicherung”), 
which is an individual right and should be paid out without 
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sanctions. It is also to be gradually integrated into the tax 
system to prevent hidden poverty. So, there are already 
some basic income elements in this guarantee security, 
although it should be still means-tested. In the end, there 
was a vote at the party conference on the supplementary 
sentence “Dabei orientieren wir uns an der Leitidee eines 
Bedingungslosen Grundeinkommens“ (In doing so, we orient 
ourselves towards the guiding idea of an unconditional basic 
income), which then received a majority of over 60%. The 
basic position of Bündnis 90/Die Grünen is thus clarified. 
In the short term, they advocate for a means-tested guar-
anteed income without sanctions, which they then want to 
develop, step-by-step, in the direction of an unconditional 
basic income. What this further development will look like 
in concrete terms, however, must be further clarified in 
future debates. 

It was therefore of the utmost importance for the basic income 
discussion in Germany as a whole, and for the Greens in 
particular, that a “future laboratory” was agreed in June 2017 
as part of the coalition agreement for a so-called Jamaica 
coalition of Christian Democrats, Greens and Liberals in 
the state of Schleswig-Holstein: “We will therefore set up 
a future laboratory with stakeholders from labour market 
policy and academia, in which the feasibility of new security 
models, i.e., a citizen’s income or further development of social 
security systems, will be discussed. The lab will discuss and 
evaluate the feasibility of new security models, such as a 
citizen’s income, a basic income or the further development 
of social security systems. Just as important as the social and 
economic flexibilisation of working life will be the debureau-
cratisation of labour and social administration. We want to 
carry the results of this process into the federal political debate 
in order to make our country fit for the challenges of the 
future and to keep existential fears away from our citizens.”108 

The fact that Robert Habeck, who had led the coalition 
negotiations as deputy prime minister, left the state govern-
ment in 2018 and took over the federal chairmanship of the 
Green Party, proved to be unfavourable for the Future Lab.  
After a two-stage tendering process, the ISÖ, led by Michael 
Opielka and with Wolfgang Strengmann-Kuhn on the board 
of the sponsoring association, together with subcontractors,  
above all the German Institute for Economic Re-
search (DIW), was awarded the contract to coordi-
nate the “Schleswig-Holstein Future Lab” project.  

The project started at the end of 2018 and led to many 
workshops, surveys and model developments in 2019.109 

In the end, a differentiated model of four reform sce-
narios was developed, which were to be simulated by 
the German Institute for Economic Research,  DIW110, 
for their effects on fiscal and labour market policy.  
 
All four reform scenarios included a more or less far-reaching 
basic income: 1) Citizens’ income; 2) Basic income; 3) Social 
insurance (with basic security or guarantee insurance); 4) 
Citizens’ insurance (see figure).111     Unfortunately, the Minis-
try of Social Affairs led by the Liberal Party (FDP) –surpris-
ingly, without any resistance from the Greens – cancelled 
the Future Lab at the beginning of 2020. The planned public 
discussion of the eagerly awaited research results therefore 
did not take place. Amidst the Covid-19 pandemic, these re-
sults could have provided significant guidance for the future. 
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111  See in detail: Hutflesz, T. & Opielka, M. (2020). Online-Delphi in der Zukunftsforschung zur Sozialpolitik. ISÖ-Text 2020-3. 
Norderstedt: BoD, 64ff.

Outlook

The discussion on basic income within the Greens in Ger-
many is still open and in the coming years, based on the 
decision on the Grundsatzprogramm, we will see just how 
far the party will go towards a basic income and which role 
basic income will play in further Green concepts of social 
security. The Green debate on basic income, however, still 
points to two major and fundamental dilemmas of moder-
nity: on the one hand, the dilemma between universalism 
– for which basic income and citizens insurance stand – 
and particularism – for which, especially in Germany, the 
market- and privilege-oriented social system stands. The 
second dilemma is between change and preservation. We 
believe that the Greens can only hold their own in both 
dilemmas if they do not take one side but seek a balance. 
For basic income, this means that it is part of a future-proof 
social reform. But it is not enough.

Reform scenario 1: 
Citizens’ income

Reform scenario 2: 
Basic income

Reform Scenario 3: 
Social insurance (with 
Basic Security or 
Guaranteed Security)

Reform scenario 4: 
Citizens’ insurance

The Citizens’ Income in the 
form of a “negative income 
tax” serves primarily to support 
labour market and performance 
motivation in the lower labour 
market segments.

The basic income in the form of  
a “social dividend” is available to 
every legal resident on a monthly 
basis and is subsequently taxed 
as “primary income” and subject 
to contributions (if  applicable, 
according to allowances).

Contribution-financed, 
living standard-securing 
(“Bismarckian”) social insurance 
with “capping” by means-tested 
basic security (“guarantee 
security”).

Basic income insurance 
based on the Swiss AHV 
model for all life situations 
(old age, unemployment, 
parenthood, illness, 
disability, childhood, 
education).

Figure: Four reform scenarios for the future of social security with basic income
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