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The former SPÖ Finance Minister campaigned 
for ending army conscription Photo: Matthias Wurz

U.K. buys Austrian guns  
The British Ministry of Defence has 

signed a 9 million pound sterling contract 
to purchase 25,000 Austrian-made Glock 
pistols. The contract will outfit British forces 
in Afghanistan with the fourth generation 
Glock 17 to replace their current sidearm, 
the Browning L981.

After two years of rigorous testing, the 
handgun has been chosen to replace the 
 American Browning pistol that had been 
in service in the British Armed Forces 
since WWII. The Glock 17 outperforms 
the Browning in several aspects, namely its 
weight, ease of operation, and the amount of 
rounds the magazine holds. 

The Glock 17 is also more accurate, eas-
ier to clean, and more durable over the long 
run due to its hybrid polymer and metal 
construction. These advantages are particu-
larly crucial given the probability of close-
quarters combat in the conflict facing the 
soldiers in Afghanistan. 

Salzburg finance scandal  
Over one billion euros in taxpayer funds 

were allegedly gambled on high-risk deriva-
tives by high-ranking Salzburg civil serv-
ants: Monika Rathgeber, budget and finance 
manager for the province of Salzburg is un-
der investigation after being fired in De-
cember 2012 amidst accusations of embez-
zlement and abuse of office. Eduard Paulus, 
the head of Salzburg’s Finance Department 
and Rathgeber’s boss, is equally subject of 
the inquest.

The details unravelled in early December 
2012 after evidence of forged documents and 
signatures from 2006 and 2007 worth of es-
timated EUR 340 million trade losses were 
uncovered in an internal investigation and al-
legedly traced to Rathgeber. The scandal has 
prompted the resignation of Salzburg’s Social 
Democratic Finance Director and Vice-Gov-
ernor David Brenner and the collapse of the 
regional coalition government. Snap elections 
for the province will consequently be held on 
5 May 2013.

Tyrol’s cashless payment  
A “Secure Shopping” smartphone app 

has been implemented in several branches of 
supermarket chain MPREIS. Shoppers pay 
for purchases quickly with the app by en-
tering a PIN code, then pressing the phone 
screen against the checkout scanner. All 
that’s required is a Hypo Tirol bank account 
with online banking capability. Addressing 
privacy concerns, the company’s patented 
Secure Pre-Authorisation Technology as-
sures that no sensitive customer or banking 
data is stored on the phone itself.

Following positive feedback from a small-
scale trial, Tyrolean developer Secure Payment 
Technologies plans to go larger by making it 
available nation wide.

MPREIS utilises new developments 
frequently, with all terminals soon to be 
upgraded to Near Field Communication 
(NFC) technology. Currently more than 
60,000 NFC-compatible credit cards are 
in circulation in Austria, including the 
Visa Gold Card and Austrian Miles & 
More Business MasterCard. Visa payWave 
and MasterCard PayPass are recent NFC-
equipped cards which need only be scanned 
to authorise purchases under €25.

Currently in Austria there are 200,000 
NFC-enabled smartphones in use and ex-
perts believe that in 2013 this number will 
grow significantly, with more stores upgrad-
ing to NFC checkout terminals in response.
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Androsch’s Mission Impossible

thinks understanding the issues on both sides is 
key: “Education is the only way.”

Political response
The Green Party has responded by revisit-

ing proposals for asylum reform and the Social 
Democrats (SPÖ) have initiated a working group 
to facilitate entry into the job market. On the 
right, the Freedom Party (FPÖ) launched an 
ad campaign in January proclaiming: “Asylum 
Fraud is Illegal” with 
the subtitle, “All sup-
porters are accessories 
to a crime… and the 
occupiers of the Vo-
tivkirche? Put them in 
custody, force feed and 
deport them! We will 
not be blackmailed.”

Klaus Werner-
Lobo of the Green Party was outraged. “These 
people aren’t telling lies,” he told the Austrian 
daily Die Presse. For the first time, refugees are 
not begging for help, but are making demands, 
“because they want to live, not just survive.” The 
refugees feel the racism and fear of the Austrian 
public, the lack of trust in the refugees’ inten-
tions. “Nothing will change… 60 per cent are 
against us, they are blaming us,” Jahangir sighed, 
looking out over the sleeping bags.

The fear seems to be contagious, despite offers 
from Caritas to move to warmer quarters (e.g. a 

January to discuss their demands, but she re-
mained unmoved.The Austrian asylum system is 
“one of the best asylum systems in the whole of 
Europe,” she said, adding that changing the laws 
on fingerprints and relocation would contradict 
the EU. The Dublin Regulation prevents simul-
taneous claims by the same person in different 
EU member states – known as “asylum shop-
ping”. Bürstmayr explained that “every decision 
made by a country in the EU is valid for all other 
member states. They have no second chance.” 

Whose home is dangerous enough?
This puts asylum seekers in limbo: They can-

not legally stay in Austria, nor can they return 
to their homeland. “Many of the asylum seek-
ers protesting in the Votivkirche will have a very 
hard time getting recognition as refugees accord-
ing to the Geneva Convention,” said Bürstmayr. 
This applies particularly to those from Pakistan. 
“They have fled from very complicated and 
threatening situations but still they might not 
[technically] be refugees.” 

Of the 1,718 asylum applications made in 
Austria by Pakistani citizens in 2012, only 14 
were accepted. Adalat Khan is from the Swat 
region of Pakistan, where 14-year-old Malala 
Yousafzai was shot in the head by the Taliban 
last October for her activism surrounding edu-
cation and women’s rights. 

“Pakistan is a more dangerous area than 
Syria at the moment, but Austrian people don’t 
understand that,” Khan explained. 

This discrepancy arises from a concept called 
“domestic flight alternative”: If there is an area 
within an asylum seeker’s home country where 
they can feasibly go to live without danger, as 
in Pakistan, they are not considered a refugee. 
Additionally, Pakistanis are often thought to 
have economic reasons for seeking asylum. Mir 
Jahangir refutes this. 

“They think that people come here for mon-
ey. It’s not true,” he said. “If I joined a terrorist 
group and I just put one bomb blast somewhere, 
they’d give me lots of money.” He is not laughing. 
“But we don’t want this kind of criminal life.” He 
stressed that most of the protesters were well-edu-
cated and many had begun learning German, but 
without prospects of a work permit or a future in 
Austria, efforts to assimilate seem futile. Jahangir 

by Matthias Wurz
“It was clear from the beginning that this was 

a mission impossible,” commented Hannes An-
drosch on ORF Radio, Sunday, 20 January, as 
the early returns were announced in Austria’s first 
nationwide non-binding referendum, held ear-
lier that day supporting a continuation of man-
datory military service. The result had not come 
as a surprise to the 74-year-old former SPÖ Fi-
nance Minister, who led the Social Democratic 
Personenkomitee Unser Heer (Comittee for our 
Army) to abolish conscription in favour of an 
all-volunteer professional army. 

As he spoke just after 17:00, the first exit 
poll clearly indicated a defeat for the change to a 
Berufsheer (professional army): In the end, only 
1.31 million people (40.3%) of the 3.26 million 
votes cast supported the SPÖ’s proposal, which 
would also have established a paid Soziales Jahr, 
a 12-month paid voluntary national service.

Need for disaster management
Instead, nearly 60% or 1.95 million voters 

supported the current conscription model with 
six months of basic training for men between the 
age of 18 and 35, including the Zivildienst as an 
alternative civilian service, established in 1975. 
The Zivildienst is a nine month commitment for 
which young men earned €300 per month.

Yet, it was not the security issues that most 
concerned the electorate, according to a study 
of the Vienna-based private Institute for Social 
Research and Consulting, SORA. A full 74% of 
those voting supported conscription citing the 
need to keep the alternative civil service in place. 

Since its introduction, the Zivildienst has be-
come the cost-effective backbone of Austria’s so-
cial and health system. Of the some 15,000 men 
applying for the alternative civil service last year, 
seven out of ten applicants are currently serv-
ing in the emergency services, according to fig-
ures of the Alternative Civilian Service Agency 
(Zivildienstserviceagentur), the national office in 
charge of allocating Zivildienst-applicants. 

homeless shelter), the men are sceptical. “Inside 
the church, we are safe,” said Jahangir, “but it’s my 
personal opinion that if we go to some other place, 
they will deport us and send us back home.”

A way out?
“The most important question is access 

to Austrian labour markets,” said Bürstmayr. 
“There are many asylum procedures that take 
two, three, four years or even more and asylum 

seekers have to wait 
idly, all that time. They 
get accommodation 
and heating and three 
meals a day and noth-
ing else,” he explained, 
“and this can drive 
people crazy.” 

It is, he says, almost 
impossible that all de-

mands be met, but some proposals may be feasi-
ble. “It is very hard for all parties dealing with this 
conflict to find a solution where nobody will lose 
face. In the end, it might be a very Austrian solu-
tion, with agreements made behind closed doors.”

The men in the Votivkirche are between 20 
and 40 years old, in the prime of their working 
lives, waiting for a future that may never come. 
Most have lost hope. 

“Nothing will change,” Jahangir kept 
 repeating, disheartened. “In Austria, nothing 
will change.” ¸
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At the same time, the Bundesheer with its cur-
rent mobilisation strength of approximate 55,000 
military personnel – including a Defence Minis-
try figure of 12,000 conscription recruits in 2012 
– is primarily charged with the military defence of 
Austria. Yet, the Austrian Army “has to render as-
sistance in the case of natural catastrophes and dis-
asters of exceptional magnitude” among its core 
responsibilities, according to its website (www.
bundesheer.at). Since the fall of the Iron Curtain, 
rescue relief operations within Austria have be-
come the most visible activities of the Bundesheer.

When in August 2002 the massive flood hit 
Austria and devastated wide areas along the Dan-
ube, more than 11,000 soldiers – two-thirds of 
whom were recruits in basic training – helped res-

cue efforts for the three weeks. With natural dis-
asters looming, especially in mountainous areas, 
many Austrians apparently saw abolishing con-
scription as a clear threat to their personal safety. 

New security threats 
Yet, just two weeks earlier, Androsch had 

seemed confident of victory against these atti-
tudes deeply routed within the Austria society. 
Like an Elder Statesman accustomed to winning 
arguments, he had expected to prevail.

“Since the end of the Cold War, the threats 
have fundamentally changed,” Androsch told re-
porters at a press conference at Presseclub Con-
cordia on 9 January, citing the example of the 
technological demands of terrorism threats, which 
would need specially-trained professionals.

“Without a professional army, there is no 
European Security Policy,” Androsch said, add-
ing wryly that Austria was clearly trailing the 
rest of Europe. In fact, 21 of the 27 EU coun-
tries have professional military forces.

Androsch found a supporter in Anton Pelin-
ka, a respected professor of Political Science and 
Nationalism Studies at the Central European 
University in Budapest. 

“When it comes to European Security and 
Defence Policy, Austria acts like an ‘island of the 
blessed’,” Pelinka said, seconding Androsch’s as-
sertion. “We are part of the EU, and consequent-
ly part of the Common Security and Defence 
Policy,” while suggesting that “its contribution 
won’t be one of quantity but rather of quality” – 
in other words, highly qualified men and women, 
in roles where Austria has particular expertise.

These arguments in favour of an all-volun-
teer “professional” army seemed to fall on deaf 
ears, however – except for Vienna, where 53.9% 
voted in its favour. Austria’s Defence Minister, 
Social Democrat Norbert Darabos, took the hu-
miliating outcome with dignity.

“This was no decision about me as a person”, 
he said, countering calls for his resignation.        
“I will stay in office.”  ¸

“They have done more in this 
short period of time than many 
professional refugee and human 
rights  organisations.” 

– Klaus Schwertner, Caritas
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