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Dmitry Astakhov, Presidential Press Service/RIA-Novosti, via Associated Press - Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany 
and Russian President Dmitry Medvedev met in Sochi, Russia on Friday. Mrs. Merkel has lately stepped up efforts to 

promote Germany’s economic interests with Russia. 

Whenever Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany has traveled to Russia during her four years in 
office, she has usually brought with her a dossier on human rights violations. Even though 
Germany is Russia’s largest trading partner, Mrs. Merkel has tended to spend more time 
discussing political issues and civil liberties than economic and trade ties. 

So when Mrs. Merkel went to meet the Russian president, Dimitri Medvedev, last week in his 
official summer residence at Sochi on the Black Sea, she brought up human rights. But this 
time, her bag also contained a big shopping list. 

This is a change for Mrs. Merkel, a Russian speaker and the first East German and woman to 
become chancellor of Europe’s largest economy. 

With German companies clamoring for export orders, trade with Russia has become even more 
important. Bilateral trade plummeted by 35.8 percent to 14.12 billion euros, or $19.94 billion, 
during the first four months of this year from the same period last year, according to the 
German Federal Statistics Office. 

Mrs. Merkel has in the past been cautious about Russian investors taking stakes in strategically 
important companies, like European Aeronautic Defense and Space, or EADS, the parent 
company of Airbus. 

But with German federal elections coming in six weeks, saving jobs matters to Mrs. Merkel, 
who is poised to win a second term. This explains why she made a big effort last week to 
promote German economic interests with Mr. Medvedev. 

Those interests included the future of the troubled auto manufacturer Opel, and the Wadan 
shipyards in the northern German Baltic ports of Warnemuende and Wismar, which last month 
filed for bankruptcy protection. 

Russian investors are already in the thick of negotiations to take a stake in Opel, the German 
subsidiary of General Motors — a move Mrs. Merkel supported during her press conference 
with Mr. Medvedev. The deal, which is still being discussed with the German government and 
General Motors, would entail Magna International, a Canadian company, and Sberbank, 
Russia’s largest state-owned bank, gaining control of Opel. 

The Russians already closed a deal this week to buy the Wadan shipyards. On Monday, the 
economics ministry in the northeastern state of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, where the yards 



are based, announced that a board of creditors had agreed to sell the shipyards to Igor 
Yusufov, a Russian businessman and former energy minister. 

Mr. Yusufov, who is also a board member of the giant state-owned energy company Gazprom, 
agreed to invest up to 40 million euros in the Wadan shipyards, a deal that won strong backing 
last week from Mrs. Merkel and Mr. Medvedev. 

“The contracts are signed and sealed,” Gerd Lange, a spokesman for the Economics Ministry in 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, said Tuesday. Mr. Lange added that the deal could not have been 
made without last week’s meeting in Sochi. “That meeting between the Chancellor and the 
Russian president was very important,” Mr. Lange said. “It shows that the Kremlin is 
supporting the investment in Wadan.” 

Mr. Yusufov, who has agreed to save 1,600 of the 2,400 jobs at the Wadan shipyards, intends 
to use the yards to build icebreakers and gas tankers, and to modernize Russia’s aging fleet. 
Asked whether Mr. Yusufov had paid too low a price for the shipyards, Mr. Lange replied: “No. 
Look at the state of the shipbuilding sector worldwide. It is not in good shape. Mr. Yusufov has 
paid a fair price.” 

The previous owner, Andrey Burlakov, a Russian, failed to turn around the yards because he 
had insufficient political support back home to win orders and he paid too much for the yards, 
according to the Mecklenburg-Vorpommen government. 

The deal struck at Sochi is good news for Mrs. Merkel, whose political constituency is in 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, a comparatively poor, flat region that has relied on shipbuilding 
and more recently tourism to keep the unemployment rate down. 

But the talks at Sochi also showed how much Mrs. Merkel’s relationship with Mr. Medvedev has 
improved over the past few months, compared to a year ago, when, just days after war 
erupted between Russia and Georgia, Mrs. Merkel flew to Sochi and held a tense meeting with 
Mr. Medvedev, according to German diplomats. 

What has changed in the intervening months is the tone and style of both leaders. Mr. 
Medvedev has not intimidated Mrs. Merkel — something his predecessor, Vladimir Putin, 
seemed to be aiming for by having his black Labrador, Koni, sit in on some of the meetings in 
both Moscow and Sochi. Mrs. Merkel is afraid of dogs. 

And when Mrs. Merkel has raised human rights issues with Mr. Medvedev, but not in a 
lecturing style, he has not dismissed the issues, which Mr. Putin regularly did. Above all, Mr. 
Medvedev welcomed the cameras and media to Sochi last week, in contrast to Mr. Putin, who 
tolerated them or kept them at a distance from the official summer residence. 

And there were even smiles and jokes, which were rare when Mrs. Merkel met Mr. Putin. The 
two leaders bantered in their mother tongues with the help of a translator, or else switched to 
English or Russian, according to a German government aide, who was not authorized to be 
quoted by name.  
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