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BERLIN – Germany's Green party, which grew out of the protest movement of the 1970s to become the country's political kingmaker, faces a struggle to redefine itself as the prospect of election defeat and loss of power looms. 

Opinion polls suggest Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder's Social Democrats, who have governed for seven years in a coalition with the Greens, will lose a vote set for September, taking their partners down with them. 
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That would leave the Greens out of government at the federal and state level for the first time in 16 years after they helped Schroeder achieve power in 1998, with SPD-Green coalitions already in place in five states. 

Faced with the prospect of defeat, the coalition with the SPD, the party of the traditional working class, has begun to unravel in mutual recrimination. 

After seven years of loyal support for Schroeder, the Greens are looking toward a future on their own. 

It is unclear what direction the party will take but it has cleanly moved on from the time 25 years ago when it was set up as a colorful and anarchic alliance of environmentalists, peace activists, anti-nuclear protesters and feminists. 

"I don't think the Greens can go back to being an innocent left-wing opposition," said Ralf Fuecks, a former party leader who now heads the Heinrich Boell Foundation, a think tank linked to the Greens. 

The party has lost the anarchic edge it had in the 1980s, becoming more professional and less prone to the bitter factional splits that marked its early days. 

However, it will have to find a way of harnessing its socially liberal and environmental instincts to a convincing economic platform if it is to have a shot at regaining power. 

Daniel Cohn-Bendit, the 1960s radical leader who is now head of the Greens in the European parliament, said the party had to use its likely time in opposition to define what it stood for. 

"It will be to formulate what a libertarian, liberal, social-ecological party is for the second half of the century," he told the German newspaper Tageszeitung. 

RADICAL 

Many of their once-radical ideas – from legal rights for same-sex partnerships to the need for renewable energy, sustainable development and more open citizenship laws – are now part of the mainstream. 

However, as the German economy has stagnated and jobless numbers have swollen to 12 percent of the workforce, the Greens' ideology of openness and environmental protection has come to seem an indulgence. 

A series of unpopular initiatives, from a complicated bottle return scheme to a wind energy policy that has left northern Germany dotted with gigantic windmills, have made the Greens and their nowadays well-heeled supporters seem out of touch with the concerns of the average German. 

That impression was reinforced by a scandal over lax visa policies that allowed thousands of illegal immigrants from Ukraine into Germany and nearly toppled the party's longtime star, Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer. 

"The visa affair brought out something that many voters had vaguely felt before, namely that the Greens put ideological issues like being friendly to foreigners and making it easier to come to Germany above issues like jobs," said Klaus-Peter Schoeppner, of polling institute TNS Emnid. 

"That's meant that the image of the Greens as far as being competent economic managers is concerned, is disastrous." 

Fuecks said the "Red/Green project" – the coalition with the SPD – was hurt by its approach to the economy from the start and he said it would not be enough simply to leave economic issues to other parties. 

"The Greens always understood that the environment was a limited resource. Now we've had to realize that prosperity is a limited resource as well and it's not enough just to concentrate on sharing it out." 

