It’s Not Easy Being Green: Integrating Refugees in Ger-
man Environmentalist Culture

Joela Jacobs

A short documentary series, entitled “Der Okofimmel: Wie
Umweltschutz der Umwelt schadet” (Eco Mania: How Envi-
ronmentalism Hurts the Environment) by German news outlet
Spiegel TV Magazin from 2012 features an employee of Ber-
liner Stadtwerke (Berlin’s public utility company) demonstrat-
ing proper recycling etiquette to a journalist who seems intent
on tripping him up (Neubacher, 00:02:43-00:03:49)." The latter
has brought a range of items that are particularly hazardous or
difficult to sort, such as chemicals and multi-material products.
Faced with a container of toilet bowl cleaner, the employee
immediately identifies it as plastic, yet the journalist points out
that a small remainder of the cleaner is still inside. When the
journalist suggests discarding the final drops of the cleaner in
the toilet, the employee is adamant that chemicals do not be-
long there. Since toilet bowl cleaner is typically poured into the
toilet for cleaning, the bemused journalist repeatedly asks the
employee to explain why it would be wrong to do so now; yet
the increasingly flustered employee continues to insist on the
standard procedures for discarding leftover chemicals. When
examining environmentalist behaviours, such as this video
aims to do, some paradoxical routines and beliefs come to light,
which are often fiercely defended by their practitioners, even
though they are unable to explain their reasons. Though the
documentary’s goal is to uncover habits and systemic issues
that undermine the efficacy of the largely very successful envi-
ronmental practices in Germany, one of its side effects is to

"My thanks go to Dr. James McCormick for pointing me to this source,
while brainstorming ideas for teaching German environmentalism in US
colleges together. All renditions and translations of German media coverage
in this article are mine, since none of the documentary videos and newspa-
per articles have appeared in English.
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show that environmentalism is a cultural product. The string of
interviews and encounters in the documentary shows that envi-
ronmentalist practices are culturally and historically shaped
phenomena that are particular to their respective contexts and
dependent on cultural representatives.

Looking for environmentalist practices that “hurt the envi-
ronment” (as the documentary’s subtitle asserts) in a country
that is widely considered a long-standing “green leader” seems
like a misplaced act of criticism at first. Holding fast to envi-
ronmental traditions, whether they are effective or not can,
however, spell both success and failure in established environ-
mentalist systems such as the German one. During a visit to a
recycling facility in Bonn a few years ago, the employees told
me that Germany has plans of switching to single-sort recy-
cling, “like the USA,” reasoning that it is more efficient and
effective to have a combination of machines and professionals
sort materials.” Yet, they said, the deeply ingrained recycling
conventions make convincing the public the most difficult as-
pect of this endeavour (a fact that seems to be confirmed by the
deep-seated scepticism with which German visitors tend to ap-
proach the single-sort bin in my home in the US). It appears
that established environmentalist infrastructures face difficul-
ties when adapting to newer or different technologies at least in
part because they have fallen victim to their historically and
publicly established success. Even or perhaps particularly those
countries that are perceived as environmental pioneers can find
their extensive environmentalist systems thwarted by an adher-
ence to the particularities of those structures that border on
dogmatic devotion — that is, its practitioners believe that there
is only one way to protect the environment effectively. Take

> Whether or not these plans are accurate or mere speculation, the greater
efficiency of one recycling system over another is a complex and highly
debated matter, since it involves many factors that have to be weighed
against one another. Ranging from financial considerations to practical con-
cerns, these factors ultimately make the decision about greater efficiency
one that has to take into account the existing environmental infrastructure of
the country as well as its culture of environmentalism.
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another example, the seemingly widespread German household
practice of putting plastic packaging like yogurt containers in
the dishwasher before depositing them in the appropriate recy-
cling bin: the idea that the citizen’s responsibility in the recy-
cling process is only fulfilled when items are separated from all
other materials is carried to excess by cleaning degradable res-
idue that would be removed at the recycling plant.” This habit
is supported by the central position of recycling in German
everyday life, which seems at times almost synonymous with
environmentalism writ large, making the appropriate disposal
of recyclables appear more important than conserving water
and energy.’

The cultural specificity of environmentalist behaviour be-
comes most evident when those who have not grown up with
the same routines try to adapt to them, which is why this article
will examine the depiction of this process in media coverage of
initiatives that teach recent refugees about German environ-
mentalist culture as an integrative measure. Well-established
practices of everyday environmentalism often require extensive
knowledge, which sets cultural outsiders up for failure (while
also often challenging cultural insiders). The Spiegel TV docu-
mentary takes on the German recycling system for a reason: it
relies on a colour-coded system of at least four different depos-
itories, which varies by Bundesland (federal state). The number
of bins in this system easily swells into double digits when
considering not just types of plastics, paper, organic waste, and
trash, but also glass (sorted by colour), bottle corks, batteries,
printer cartridges, fabric, bulky items, and various kinds of
chemicals, electronics, and metals. Knowing where to deposit
one’s trash requires comprehending complex labels, both on

’ The guidelines for the rinsing of recyclables have changed with the advent
of more efficient sorting machines, which explains this older habit
(Dallmus). Interestingly, the mandate to rinse varies in the US by municipal
unit (Simmons).

* The limits and the relative value of recycling have been discussed, particu-
larly in respect of the conservation of other resources, since its inception
(Speck, p. 170 and Tierney).
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the item and the bin, and many cities have recycling guides of
several pages that list items from “dog poop” to “dust” to help
residents avoid fines for unlawful disposal (cf. Technische Be-
triebe Solingen). Though directed by global guidelines and of-
ten imagined as universally understood, environmentalism
turns out to be deeply idiosyncratic and varies according cul-
tural context, a difference which can be as minimal as the bor-
der between one county and the next. Acquiring or sustaining
one’s own environmentalism in a different cultural context
therefore requires extensive adaption and learning — a process
that is defined as much by one’s own cultural convictions as by
the values of the adopted culture, and which brings out contra-
dictions that can be difficult to resolve.

In the wake of the so-called “refugee crisis™ involving the
arrival of large numbers of people from Syria, Iraq, Afghani-
stan, West Africa, and other countries in 2015, the receiving
European countries, among them Germany, have been institut-
ing many programs geared at easing the transition of the new
arrivals into the societies in which they have been settling.
These programs ideally take into account the needs of both
sides, new arrivals and locals, yet public debates in Germany
quickly showed that the priorities for those programs varied
widely across the board: while the acquisition of the German
language and, with it, learning about access to basic needs,
such as food, medical care, information technology, schooling,
work, etc. in the new country were largely shared immediate
goals, certain aspects of cultural learning were weighted quite
differently within and across various groups involved in these
conversations. Topics such as spaces for Muslim religious life
or cultural training in respect to gender were particularly hotly
debated.® Tinged by fears from both sides and lacking models
for how to achieve “success” in these arenas, such discussions

> Several voices have suggested the term solidarity crisis instead, placing
the burden not on those who are most affected by it, but rather on their re-
ception (e.g. Ki-moon).

% See examples like Reimann and Klovert.
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were additionally complicated by incidents such as two deadly
terror attacks by Islamists in Paris in 2015 and Brussels in
2016 and the high numbers of sexual assaults reported in Co-
logne and other German cities on New Year’s Eve 2015 that
were ultimately attributed to groups of men from Northern Af-
rica (Amjahid et al.). Yet, outside the headlines, many private
citizen initiatives, clubs, groups, and municipal agencies de-
vised ways of making the focal point of their work in the pub-
lic sphere accessible to refugees and creating spaces of encoun-
ter between current and potential future citizens, in order to
foster mutual learning. Among these are many environmental
initiatives, whose varied programs document the fact that envi-
ronmentalism is perceived as a German cultural value about
which new arrivals need to learn. As the Director of a munici-
pal waste management agency put it in the context of one such
initiative: “In Deutschland ist Miilltrennung zum Kulturgut
geworden. (In Germany, recycling has become a cultural val-
ue.)” (Messerschmidt, n. p.)

This conviction is widely held and supported by the German
government. The Deutsche Bundesstiftung Umwelt (German
Federal Environmental Foundation), for instance, set aside a
125,000 Euro grant supporting projects focusing on the envi-
ronmental education of refugees with up to 10,000 Euro each.
One of the winning ventures is the Bavarian program “Um-
weltbildung mit Fliichtlingen” (Environmental Education with
Refugees) of the Arbeitsgemeinschaft Natur- und Umweltbild-
ung (Working Group for Nature and Environmental Education),
which gathered various local initiatives on a website
(www.umweltbildung-mit-fluechtlingen.de). It is meant to be a
resource for citizens looking to engage in the environmental
education of refugees, but it also intends to foster expansion,
collaboration, and exchange between existing programs by
sharing materials, project ideas, funding and training opportu-
nities. Among the projects are youth excursions into forests
and reserves that involve hands-on language learning with lo-
cals, and “intercultural gardens,” in which local and refugee
women plant crops of typically German vegetables and herbs
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alongside produce that is important in the latter’s native cuisine,
and then trade recipes and ultimately cook together at regular
meetings. Other programs have elementary school classes
where many new students from other countries plant trees to-
gether so they can get to know each other outside of the class-
room, or bring together groups of men for a day of cleaning up
a riverside (see “Alle Projekte von A-Z”). Most initiatives fo-
cus on specific demographic groups among the refugees, such
as families, unaccompanied minors, mothers, children of a cer-
tain age, or single men, in order to match the activities to their
interests and connect them with peers; yet by doing so, they
also reinforce traditional gender roles and create divisions.
Many of the projects emphasize the importance of encounters
between long-time residents and new arrivals that are orga-
nized around a shared activity in order to foster interpersonal,
linguistic, cultural, and topical learning processes simultane-
ously. Some programs specifically cater to adolescents and
adults who are not yet allowed to work under refugee and asy-
lum laws’ and are therefore particularly interested in spendlng
their time productively, or consider thls a way of giving back
to the country that has taken them in.*

News coverage about the practical experiences with these
projects tends to focus on three aspects that reveal much about
German cultural conceptions of environmentalism: 1) enV1-
ronmentalism is (supposedly) an entirely new idea to refugees,’

" Work permit regulations depend on the stage the applicant is at in his or
her refugee or asylum claim. In addition they may vary by country of origin
(Bundesministerium fiir Arbeit).

¥ Many “thank you” events organized by refugees have taken place, ranging
from writing letters and cards to handing out roses and cakes, and even
hosting full meals for their German neighbours. Several events also in-
volved picking up trash and trimming hedges in public spaces, such as
“Miill sammeln als Dankeschon” and “Einsatz fiir ein sauberes Heidels-
heim.”

? Most articles proceed from the assumption that there are no environmental
practices whatsoever in the refugee’s home countries, ignoring any existing
initiatives (cf. for instance www.ecomena.org, an environmental platform
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2) environmentalism is important to succeed in German every-
day life, and 3) environmentalism is complicated and requires
education.'’ Many of the articles begin their narrative with im-
ages of trash, be it pictured or described:

Es ist leider ein vertrautes Bild: Auf dem Gelidnde einer Flichtlingsunter-
kunft im Landkreis Fiirstenfeldbruck liegt Miill. Verteilt auf den Wegen,
zwischen den Fahrriddern, die vor dem Haus abgestellt sind und im Rasen
rund um das Gebédude. Sogar aullerhalb des Zaunes liegt der Abfall. Papier,
Plastiktiiten, Verpackungsmaterial. Die Miilltonnen quellen iiber. In ihnen
stecken sidmtliche Uberreste westlichen Konsumalltags. Ungetrennt!
Zugegeben, auch die Einheimischen sind nicht immer Musterknaben im
Miillvermeiden und Miilltrennen. Aber Menschen aus anderen Kulturen
kennen weder die Regeln dafiir, noch deren Sinn. Und das kann zu
Problemen fiihren.

It is unfortunately a familiar image: there is trash all over the grounds of a
housing area for refugees in the district of Fiirstenfeldbruck. Scattered on
the paths, between the bikes parked in front of the house, and on the grassy
areas around the building. Even outside of the fence there is trash. Paper,
plastic bags, packaging materials. The trash cans are spilling over. They
contain all the residue of Western consumerist everyday life. Unseparated!
Admittedly, the locals are also not always models of reducing and recycling

for and about environmentalism in the Middle East and North Africa) and
equating the absence of a systematic environmentalist infrastructure in war-
torn and poor regions with a lack of awareness and/or education that ignores
global information flow. The project organizer of the environmental initia-
tive Ankommen und Verstehen, for instance, is quoted as saying: “Das liegt
aber auch daran, dass die Menschen, die zu uns kommen, in ihren
Heimatldndern noch nichts iiber Miilltrennung gehort haben. Da wird der
Mill zum Teil auf der Strae entsorgt oder angeziindet. Das heifit, sie
miissen hier erst lernen, wie mit dem Abfall umzugehen ist. (This is because
the people who come to us have not heard anything about recycling in their
home countries. There, trash is sometimes disposed of in the street or
burned. That means that they have to learn here how to deal with trash to
begin with.)” (Hackl, n. p.) Ironically, large quantities of recyclables end up
being burned in Germany because they exceed the legally required recy-
cling quota (“Verbrannt statt wiederverwertet”).

10 Cf., for instance, Hackl, Messerschmidt, and Verein Menschen leben.
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trash. But people from other cultures know neither the rules for it, nor their
purpose. And that can lead to problems. (Hackl, n. p.)

The abundance of trash in places where it does not belong does
not only undermine the ideal of recycling, it also evokes a cer-
tain chaos and otherness that is in conflict with stereotypical
notions of German order and the idyllic home. The vivid imag-
es in these short sentences give the impression that these refu-
gees have not fully arrived, and have not yet found, been given,
or made a home because the surroundings of their shelter are
not treated with the care their German neighbours expect of
them. On the metaphorical level, this trash is as out of place as
the migrants themselves: it is not integrated into the categories
of the larger system, thus echoing both the principle of recy-
cling and the problematic notion of “integration.” Asylum
housing is notorious for being in remote locations, keeping its
residents, who come from a variety of countries and cultural
backgrounds, isolated from German life (Hummitzsch). Yet
trash beyond the fence and “Unseparated!” waste seem to
threaten this partition. “All the residue of Western consumerist
everyday life” in the overflowing trash cans is a statement that
accuses the residents of having acquired local tastes to excess.
Such a charge, however, does not take into account the idea
that people who arrive with no more than they can carry may
have a greater need to acquire new items of every-day life than
their well-established neighbours who can engage in trash re-
duction and minimalist living by choice. Moreover, emptying
the overflowing trash cans at adequate intervals is, in fact, the
responsibility of the local municipality rather than that of the
refugees. Ironically, the above statements lump together all
“people from other cultures” in an “Unseparated!” manner.
While excusing their environmental ignorance, such blanket
judgements come across as ignorant themselves despite what
are presumably the best of intentions. Bringing together no-
tions of refuse and refuge in its carefully engineered rhetoric,
the article’s opening sentences betray a deep ambivalence to-
wards the disruption of established routines by cultural outsid-
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ers, indeed the disruption of the “boundaries” of the German
nation (Kulturnation) as a whole. In this context, recycling be-
comes a metaphor for integration as a model that leaves no
“waste” by striving to eliminate “the other.”

The text goes on to detail the refugee initiative Ankommen
und Verstehen (Arriving and Understanding), which helps in-
dividual refugees become trash and energy experts through a
30-hour program that combines independent research with
practical training and excursions. After the course, the new ex-
perts are expected to teach other refugees in their daily lives.
The initiative has a dual goal that blurs the boundaries between
environmental and societal concerns: “Die Gefliichteten und
Asylsuchenden sollen den bewussten Umgang mit Ressourcen
erlernen - und so besser Teil unserer Gesellschaft werden. (The
refugees and asylum seekers should learn about the conscious
handling of resources — and thereby become better integrated
into our society.)” (Hackl, n. p.) This twofold purpose requires,
in the words of the beginning of the article, an understanding
of both the “rules and their purpose,” which will not only help
the environment, but will also be an essential factor in the ref-
ugees’ “integration” into German society, as the project organ-
izer, Birgit Baindl, explains:

Wer die Werte unserer Gesellschaft kennenlernt, wer versteht wie auch un-
sere Ressourcen geschiitzt werden, der wird Teil dieser Gesellschaft. Und
umgekehrt wird der von der Gesellschaft geachtet. Weil die Menschen dann
sehen, die Neuankdmmlinge teilen diese Werte mit Thnen [sic!] und setzen
sie auch engagiert um.

Whoever gets to know about the values of our society, who understands
also how our resources are protected, becomes part of this society. And he
is respected by society in return. Because, then, people see that the new
arrivals share these values with them and put them into practice actively.
(Hackl, n. p.)

Though referring to environmental practices specifically, this
statement regarding learning about cultural values could be ap-
plied to any aspect of the debates about helping refugees transi-
tion into German society. It is therefore all the more problemat-
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ic that this statement requests that the German cultural values
be incorporated in exchange for respect (which should be given
as a matter of course) and places the burden of this one-sided
notion of integration entirely on the new arrivals, while seem-
ingly disregarding a more pluralistic model of multiculturalism.
Birgit Baindl admits, “Wir kriegen gelegentlich Beschwerden
von Nachbarn, dass wir das abstellen sollen. (Occasionally, we
get complaints from neighbours, saying that we should shut
that oft.)” (Hackl, n. p. My emphasis) This quote is placed in a
text box following the opening description of trash scattered
around the asylum housing complex, and since it goes on to
refer to recycling and trash removal, the “that” contextually
seems to refer to the trash problem. Yet, the ambiguity of this
vague referent together with the collective subject “we” and a
verb that “puts a stop to” or “turns off*'! behaviours like a fau-
cet not only makes environmentalist adherence appear as a di-
rect path to societal appeasement (rather than the protection of
the planet), but also suggests that the problem identified with
“that” is not the presence of trash, but the refugees themselves.
One might imagine that the neighbours would be more wel-
coming once the trash disappeared, but this outcome is curious-
ly absent from the text. The article indicates that the program is
working well, yet rather than, for example, measuring its suc-
cess in reduced environmental impact, it focuses exclusively on
its function in reducing potential social tensions: the mostly
single younger men who participate are now kept busy in their
daily lives by their new jobs as environmental experts, which
“strukturiert den Alltag (gives structure to their everyday life)”
(Hackl, n. p.)— that is, they are presumably kept occupied in
order to prevent them from getting into trouble with the locals
and the law. At this point another concern emerges, namely the

! Abstellen in this sense also translates into “suppress,” but is more fre-
quently used in the context of “shutting off” utilities such as water, gas, and
electricity, or “turning off” the music, radiator, stove, and tap. In addition,
abstellen can mean “to set down” a heavy load and “to place” or “park”
something, potentially evoking the notion of putting out the trash or getting
rid of something unwanted (cf. Abstellraum=storage room).
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conservation of financial resources, which is blurred with the
aforementioned notion of the “protection of resources” in an
environmental sense. Initially, it seems that the German gov-
ernment is expending, rather than conserving, an unusual
amount of resources on this particular project: despite their un-
determined status in the asylum process, which means that they
are lacking a work permit, the participants in this program have
special permission to be pald for their jobs — yet another way to
keep them out of trouble.'” Yet the program s emphasis on in-
dependent research and local excursions appears very cost-
effective, and the creation of a few refugee experts means that
no translators and teachers need to be hired — and paid presum-
ably much better than the refugee’s marginal employment'” —

for the environmental education of large numbers of asylum
seekers. Additional potential for savings is only alluded to
when the article describes that “Die Heizungen in den Fliicht-
lingsunterkiinften laufen die ganze Zeit auf Hochtouren. Die
Temperatur wird durch Offnen und SchlieBen der Fenster ger-
egelt. All das ist kostspielig und verschwenderisch. (The radia-
tors in refugee housing are constantly running at full heat. The

2 While the efforts of equipping members of the refugee community for
independent work and the exceptions to asylum law show the great im-
portance placed on environmental education by the German government, it
is problematic that the financial incentive of the program seems to be the
only available means of earning money for asylum seekers — and even then
only for a select few. This introduces an additional inequality to an already
difficult situation, which the article seems to underline through the absence
of women holding certificates in the “graduation image.” However, the pro-
ject’s own description on www.umweltbildung-mit-fluechtlingen.de in-
cludes a more diverse picture of graduates and uses overall much more nu-
anced language. In contrast to the article, the website also makes a point of
explaining that no German knowledge is required for the program, instead
relying on communication “mit Hénden und Fiilen (with hands and feet),”
which, however, suggests an absence of potentially expensive translators
and specialists even in the program itself.

" The refugees hold a so-called Minijob, a type of employment whose
payment or duration are limited (see www.minijob-zentrale.de for the most
recent regulations).

190



temperature is regulated by opening and closing the windows.
All that is pricy and wasteful.)” (Hackl, n. p.) Here too, the
program’s successful outcomes would blend the conservation
of environmental resources, like energy, with the financial
benefit of the government agency that foots this utility bill (and
by imagined extension also lighten the burden of the taxpayer
reading the article).

The two newly certified refugee experts featured in the arti-
cle confirm the program’s success by expressing that they
gained valuable insights, though notably, neither of them relate
their expertise explicitly to their local environment in Germany
in these excerpts. Raphael from Nigeria explains the destruc-
tive effect of plastic waste on the oceans of the world, while
Mourana from Sierra Leone suggests that the government of
his home country should become more interested in solar ener-
gy (Hackl)." Few articles about initiatives for refugees that
involve environmental education mention the world beyond
Germany, and if they do, the potential of successfully transfer-
ring environmentalist practices into the context of the refugees’
home countries is usually brought up by refugee voices. The
fact that mass migration and environmentalist concerns — such
as climate change — are interconnected phenomena that will
increasingly have an impact on our shared future seems to fade
into the background in favor of the transmlssmn of spemﬁcally
German notions of environmentalism."” One exception is the
Umweltmagazin (Environmental Magazine) regularly pub-
lished by the section for Umwelt- und Klimaarbeit (Environ-
mental and Climate Work) of the Evangelisch-Lutherische
Kirche in Bayern (Protestant Church of Bavaria). Its July 2016
special edition is dedicated to the topic of “Umwelt. Flucht.

'* A reason for the absence of the last names of the participants is not given
in the article, and though it might be to protect their privacy vis-a-vis their
country of origin, it does have the distinct effect of not granting the same
respect of a formal address to the two adult men that is given to all the other
cited voices (which belong to non-refugees).

"> A good overview of the connections between recent refugee movements
from Syria and climate change is given by Randall.
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Unser Beitrag” (Environment. Migration. Our Contribution).
The articles in the volume approach matters of environmental-
ism and migration from a wide range of historical and geo-
graphical perspectives and thereby contextualize the phenome-
non in a larger global and temporal context: by learning from
the past one may prepare for the future.

Some contributions to this volume also feature contempo-
rary environmental initiatives involving refugees in Germany,
but, importantly, they describe some practical problems that
arise in those encounters, rather than mainly reporting pro-
grammatic success. One event they describe, for instance, was
planned as an evening of locals and refugees cooking and shar-
ing their favourite meals. The ingredients were supposed to be
organic, local, and vegetarian (the latter in order to save money
and avoid issues with dietary restrictions). Though the event
turned out to be successful, it was difficult to realize. Since
none of the refugees spoke German or English, except for one
person, and the event was organized by volunteers who did not
speak any of the refugees’ languages, several aspects did not
go as planned: the recipes for non-German dishes came not
from the refugees but the internet, and they were written in
German. Several ingredients were not accepted by the refugees
(such as a spice mixture prepared by some of the volunteers)
and one group went to buy meat to complete their dish. Cook-
ing with nearly 30 people in one kitchen without the ability to
communicate was complicated and took much longer than
planned, and in the end, most diners sat in groups of people
with whom they could communicate, thus hampering the inter-
action between locals and refugees. Most notably, some refu-
gees initially took the event to be a test of some sort and were
incredibly nervous (Rittershofer). The honest list of practical
snafus in this article offers a glimpse at the challenges behind
all the innovative ideas and initiatives. It shows that cultural
differences unfold in practice and that it is challenging to
change habits with theoretical instruction alone: this comes out
most clearly in the different value placed on meat in this situa-
tion, which one refugee group saw as essential to an authentic
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dish to be served to “guests” (in this case the locals), while the
local hosts had decided to focus on vegetarian fare, so they
would not offend any of their “guests” (the refugees), but also
in order to promote local, organic, vegetarian values and save
money. Ultimately, mutual good intentions prevailed, but as
with any of the projects, this relies on a shared willingness to
learn from each other in a dialogic manner. While the many
programs for refugees create important spaces of encounter, the
above list of “failures” makes the case that the push to teach
refugees cultural values also needs to include a designated
space for locals to learn about cultural differences by involving
refugees as experts in decision-making and planning processes.

Admitting difficulties made this article stand out, and its
honest appraisal proved much more helpful than the host of
success stories that serve many functions in the press, from in-
formation transfer and inspiration to start one’s own initiative,
to feel-good journalism and the appeasement of those German
groups that have not been as welcoming to refugees.'® There is
also media coverage about German environmentalism and ref-
ugees that takes an openly negative tone. Media outlets on the
far right of the political spectrum proclaim that ,,refugees are
destroying environmentalism” (Redaktion, n. p.), while simul-
taneously faulting environmentalists in general and the Green
Party in particular for its welcoming stance toward asylum
seekers. Depicting single incidents as widespread practices and
engaging in overt fear-mongering, the article with the above-
cited headline lists offenses such as the poaching of local wild-
life for food and — of course — the lack of proper recycling
technique as threats to the German way of life in the wake of
what it calls the “Asyl-Tsunami (asylum tsunami)” (Redaktion,
n. p.). It concludes by reprinting an excerpt from Die Asyl-

' The website of Umweltbildung mit Flichtlingen lists the production of
postcards about its refugee initiatives as one of its projects and measures its
success, at least partly, in its news coverage, which signals the perceived
importance of positive press about refugees in Germany (“Postkarten zur
Umweltbildung mit Fliichtlingen”).
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Industrie (The Asylum Industry) by questionable bestselling
author Udo Ulfkotte, in which he bemoans the loss of Germa-
ny’s status as one of the “cleanliest” of nations, making explic-
it connections between non-Germans and impurity, faeces, and
trash. Unfortunately, recycling’s principle of separating like
from other is easily co-opted for fascist ideology, particularly
in the context of cultural outsiders. It is crucial to keep this in
mind when touting the importance of recycling as a cultural
value and as a key to successful living together.

The news coverage of environmentalist initiatives for recent
refugees tells us more about German cultural values than about
refugees or the protection of the environment. It brings to light
many issues, such as the idea that German environmentalism is
the path to a problematic notion of “integration” and consti-
tutes a universal abstract good despite its apparent localism. At
the same time this coverage conceives of refugees as a homog-
enous group whose own cultural and environmental practices
are mostly elided. Yet, regardless of tone-deaf media reporting
and unfortunate formulations, it is important to emphasize that
these initiatives do important work in bringing together current
and future citizens and in helping to convey a sense of the cul-
tural importance of environmentalism in Germany to new arri-
vals. Just as it seemed counterintuitive for the Spiegel/ TV doc-
umentary mentioned in the beginning of this article to look for
behaviours that “hurt the environment” in the environmental
infrastructure of a green leader like Germany, it seems ungen-
erous to critique these well-intended efforts to welcome refu-
gees. Rather, this article sought to make apparent cultural con-
ceptions of environmentalism and their local idiosyncrasies in
the German context, and it pointed to the many inadvertent side
effects and downsides of the complicated task of transmitting
cultural values and practices by examining the nuances and
complexities of the status of environmentalism within these
encounters.
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