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Astrid Eckert’s new book, West Germany and the Iron Curtain, offers an unconventional history 

of Cold War Germany. It tells the story of the creation of the so-called “Zonal Borderlands”, the 

peculiar region of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) that bordered the Iron Curtain. 

Stretching from the “wet” Baltic Sea border in the north to the land-locked Bavarian Forest 

where Austria and Czechoslovakia met in the south, the 40km deep and 1,400km long area 

encapsulated a fifth of the Federal Republic’s territory and 12% of its population. This region 

was not the West Germany of popular memory. It had neither the counter-culture, student 

activism, and global attention of West Berlin, nor the wide-spread prosperity, Atlanticist-

orientation, and deeply-held conservatism of the broader Federal Republic. Rather, this other 

West Germany was economically needy, socially isolated, and mostly ignored. As Eckert 

brilliantly argues, the least studied part of divided Germany was, ironically, the most emblematic

of it, capturing and refracting the dialectical forces of the Cold War in its politics, economics, 

and environment.

The history of the Zonal Borderlands mirrored the phases of the Cold War. In popular 

memory, the Wirtschaftswunder, or economic miracle, defined the first two decades of the 

FRG’s existence. In the Zonal Borderlands, however, it was the lack of an economic miracle that

not only defined the region; it brought it into being. While the Soviets and Americans dueled 

over the status of Berlin, the primacy of German currencies, and economic reparations, the new 

region suffered the consequences. Communist authorities deprived the region of its traditional 

economic partners to the East through an increasingly militarized border. Western powers 

doubled-down, criminalizing interzonal trade and movement of laborers. Even the vaunted 

Marshall Plan could not boost the borderlands, as the Federal Republic used the money to 
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incentivize factories and workers to move further west. Instead of reconstruction, the region 

experienced economic abandonment, outmigration, and increased isolation.

Smarting at their predicament, residents of this heterogeneous region had to advocate for 

their own salvation, and in doing so, fashioned the new identity of “Zonal Borderlands”. The 

name alone, an implicit non-recognition of the German Democratic Republic (the so-called 

adjacent “Zone”), shows how the region’s boosters learned to speak Cold Warrior early. 

Boosters used anti-communism to define the new region and advocate for economic aid, a tactic 

that increasingly found a sympathetic ear in the Federal Republic. This discourse became so 

effective that regional boosters codified economic aid into federal law in 1971, insulating the 

policy from both domestic debate and the oversight of the European Commission. The results, 

however, were mixed. State support never brought the region up to par with the rest of the FRG. 

For a time, some believed Cold War tourism might save the region, but visitors never stayed at 

the Iron Curtain for more than a few hours. By the 1970s, the region’s reputation as 

impoverished and passed-over became the main draw for visitors seeking escape from modern 

life.

If economic competition and political confrontation defined the 1950s and 1960s, 

environmentalism defined German-German relations in the 1970s and 1980s – a trend that 

played out in the borderlands. In the most innovative chapters of the book, Eckert demonstrates 

how debates over the environment – whether regulating cross-border pollution, conserving 

nature surrounding the Iron Curtain, or building a nuclear fuel processing plant – rose to the top 

of the national political agenda because they occurred in the borderlands. Proximity to the Iron 

Curtain magnified “all activities and occurrences within its orbit” (p.5), making the fault lines of 

Cold War German politics highly legible. Even more significantly, the outsized role of these 

conflicts in the 1980s distorted perceptions of East and West Germany’s environmental records, 

shaping not only the conventional wisdom that explained the GDR’s collapse in 1989, but the 

terms (which were heavily favorable to the West) of reunification.
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Take for example the issue of transboundary pollution and environmental diplomacy, 

which both confirmed pre-existing narratives about each country but also complicated the 

conventional wisdom. The GDR was of course an infamous polluter, but it wasn’t unsympathetic

or unresponsive to the issue. While often skeptical of West German intentions, the East German 

regime engaged in multiple rounds of negotiations over transboundary pollution, between the 

late 1970s and the signing of the Environmental Accords in 1987. And when the regime tried to 

fix environmental problems, they poured most of these resources into problems in their own 

western borderlands. This of course doesn’t excuse their environmental record, but it does 

complicate the view that only the West Germans cared about pollution. In East Germany, 

economics as much as ideology constrained environmental protection. A worsening debt crisis, 

above all else, was pushing the country’s factories to the brink as the regime tried to export its 

way to financial solvency. The result was the physical breakdown of the economy, which 

disintegrated into the environment. If West Germans wanted cleaner rivers, the regime argued, 

the FRG needed to pay for it.

Yet even this issue wasn’t so simple. The causes of industrial pollution, as it turned out, 

never lay solely within the GDR or state socialism. In the case of the Werra, a river which 

flowed back and forth across the inter-German border, decades of potash mining had made its 

waters “saltier than the North Sea”, rendering it “ecologically dead”. While the GDR, of course, 

had a major hand in this disaster as the major polluter of the river, mining along the Werra, and 

thus mining contamination, was much older. Since 1900, mining companies had dealt with briny 

waste water by injecting it deep underground in abandoned shafts – only to see it seep back into 

the river. Even with the collapse of the GDR, the river’s health improved but mining runoff 

continues to poison the Werra. Eckert tells a similar story about acid rain, which emerged 

through sulfur dioxide emissions that originated across Eastern Europe and afflicted the GDR’s 

neighbors to the east more than the west. For West German officials, it was already difficult to 

get the East German regime to commit to fixing these problems, even more so when the source 
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of pollutants remained ambiguous and widespread. All in all, environmental diplomacy was 

largely a failure, producing few breakthroughs and reinforcing the belief that the GDR was 

solely to blame.

Not all environmental exchanges, however, were fruitless, as was the case of the Iron 

Curtain. During the Cold War, the world’s most infamous border became home to a diverse, yet 

ecologically sensitive corridor of migration. More than just a passive border, the Iron Curtain 

actively shaped new habitats, or as Eckert calls them, “transboundary natures” (p.159). In East 

Germany, the security regime prohibited development along the narrow border, clearing trees, 

people, and fields for western surveillance. In West Germany, economic neglect had left the 

Zonal Borderlands sparsely populated. In this peculiar environment, migratory birds, raptors, 

meso-predators, and wild ungulates appeared in numbers not seen in decades, becoming objects 

of study for scientists on both sides. Shared interest led to exchanges and communication, which 

laid the ground work for broader cooperation on environmental issues. And when the GDR 

collapsed, these same scientists rushed to protect these environments from the sudden onslaught 

of Western hikers, motocross riders, and wildlife poachers. Today, many of Germany’s most 

beloved nature parks reside in the former East, a legacy of trans-border environmental 

cooperation of the 1980s and early 1990s.

Eckert’s book breaks new ground in the fields of modern Germany and environmental 

history. It takes a story everyone thinks they know – the story of the Berlin Wall and divided 

Germany – and turns it on its head. As much as the two Germanys revealed the struggles, 

debates, and transformations of the Cold War, Eckert reminds us that neither Bonn nor East 

Berlin tell the entire story. Not only does attention to the Zonal Borderlands reveal the limits of 

each country’s self-identity, it also reveals the hybrid cultures, economies, and landscapes 

produced where “East” once met “West”. Most important of all, Eckert shows that German 

history since 1970 is incomprehensible without the environment.
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East Germany is gone and so too are the Zonal Borderlands. The environmental debates 

that unfolded there are perhaps its greatest legacy, as they gave birth to reunified Germany’s 

vaunted reputation as the “Greenest Nation” on Earth. Yet that reputation was also won at an 

incredible, and still unrecognized, cost. Reunified Germany’s carbon emissions cuts in the 1990s 

were born on the back of the rapid de-industrialization of East Germany. As a result, the former 

East experience rapid outward migration and economic abandonment in the 20 years since 1990. 

In response, the German government returned to an old playbook. It offered direct economic aid 

– the same aid once earmarked for the Zonal Borderlands. It promoted ecological tourism and 

environmental restoration. Should Poland remain determined to crash out of the European Union,

Germany may create a new border wall. It seems the “East of the West” may live on after all.
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