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Abstract
This thesis explores the relationship between the improvisation from protocols and the
adequacy of crisis management of the police in the case of New Year’s Eve 2015 in Cologne,
Germany. It especially focuses on the influence of the contextual factor politicization and the
role of distrust in the interplay with an adequate crisis management. The dataset combines
official documents, parliamentary hearings with journalist interviews and an extensive media
search. The findings suggest that preparatory mistakes, internal miscommunication and the
context of the migrant crisis hindered a timely recognition and signalling of the crisis. The
inaccuracy of crisis communication resulted in scapegoating of the Police President Cologne
and in a loss of public trust. Blame games continued on higher political levels, but effects
could not be taken into consideration here. The study suggests further research especially on
the role of distrust in higher institutional level and the effects of the organizational culture.

1. Introduction
“I am Syrian; you must treat me kindly! Mrs. Merkel has invited me.” This quote is derived
from an internal police report describing reactions during the chaotic New Year’s Eve 2015 in
Cologne. And it already shows the main challenge for any crisis manager: How to cope with a
crisis which is a perfect topic for political instrumentalization? The case of Cologne is a
wonderful example of how a crisis should not be managed. Thus, it provides an excellent testing
ground to explore further the mechanisms which created the adverse effects on crisis
management. Current research of crisis management focuses on adequate crisis responses (see
Coombs, 2007) or on the dynamics of politicization in a crisis (see Broekema, 2015). Some
case studies extensively discuss the interplay of politicization and improvisation from protocols
within geopolitical, sensitive contexts (see Torenvlied, 2015). Little research is done on the
dynamics of trust in crisis management (see Aykens, 2005). However, no study has yet
combined these aspects in an in-depth case study. Still, a connection between politicization,
distrust and improvisation seems necessary to achieve comprehensive insight into the
underlying processes of crisis management.
A. Boin (2005) gives a thorough overview of strategic leadership tasks in crisis management
in his book “The politics of crisis management”. He shows how public confidence is recovered
and learning from crisis enabled. What is missing is an extensive analysis of the effects of
external pressures on the decision-making process. This study aims at filling this gap. Hence, it
7

provides a theoretical framework which sheds light on the implications of a politicized and
distrustful environment on the adequacy of crisis management.
Coombs (2010) wrote an elementary book in crisis communication research, the ‘Handbook
of Crisis Communication’. He sets specific parameters for crisis communication and states that
the key activity for a proper crisis response is to be quick, accurate and consistent. Coombs
(2010) argues that managing a crisis requires the organization to be the central source of
information to get control over the outcome. These findings are also displayed in the Guidelines
for Crisis Communication by the German Ministry of the Interior (Federal MOI), thus one could
expect that central aspects such as honesty and openness are standards followed by every crisis
communicator. However, there are conditions that make it more difficult to be clear and
transparent in information supply, for example, the level of politicization and the existence of
informal norms. In this case, improvisation is required to adequately handle the situation.
The event of New Year’s Eve 2015 in Cologne, Germany is a perfect case to study the
dynamics of politicization, distrust and protocols which shape the adequacy of crisis
management. Official data from the police states that over 450 women were sexually assaulted
during New Year’s Eve. Over a thousand reports of pickpocketing were filed. Still, the police
was unable to recognize and signal the crisis in the wake of the critical events, the night of New
Year’s Eve 2015. It took days after the public was comprehensively informed. Allegations that
the police covered up information fuelled distrust against the crisis management and resulted
in a blame game against the police. A determining factor in the debate was the background of
the offenders. Although the police had no suspects until the 7th of January, they knew that the
majority of the identified people on the station forecourt originated from North-African or
Arabian countries, with some still in the status of an asylum seeker. Even before the police
confirmed reports of the news in this regard, it became the most emphasised issue in Germany.
Sexual violence against women was seen by some as the direct consequences of the migrant
policies of the government, as an Islamic problem. Thus, a cautious and late crisis response of
the police created cover-up allegations against the police and resulted in the dismissal of the
PP.
To throw light on the causes of the event and the unsatisfying crisis management, the
Federal Parliament of North-Rhine Westphalia established an official Commission of Inquiry
(COI). Their task is to investigate the event and to finally conclude about responsibilities of the
crisis management organization. This study uses data collected by the COI in hearings with
important actors. Additional interviews with journalists are conducted to find out which
8

mechanisms drove the crisis management and eventually affected its adequacy. Thus, the results
will present regularities of improvisational decisions in a politicized and distrustful
environment for crisis decision makers and managers. The study aims not at holding individuals
or groups accountable for their decisions, but rather to enable learning for future crisis
management.
1.1 Research Question
The research question (RQ) below represents the main interest of this study.
RQ1: To what extent and how did improvisation from protocols affect the adequacy of
crisis management of the local police authority concerning the massive criminal
offences in Cologne on New Year’s Eve 2015?
The question aims at explaining the adequacy of crisis management by analysing the underlying
effects and processes of improvisation from protocol before, during and after the event took
place. This relation occurs in a specific environment characterized by high politicization and
distrust of the public in the government and media. The study assesses on one hand a potential
moderating effect of politicization (a) on the relation between improvisation from protocols and
the adequacy of crisis management. Distrust (b) on the other hand might explain the relationship
between the adequacy of crisis management and politicization in more detail. Thus, the
following research question complements the study.
RQ2: How did (a) politicization, and (b) distrust in government/media affect the relation
between improvisation from protocols and the adequacy of crisis management?
The study takes into account data available until the 29th of June 2016. A causal reconstruction
of critical decisions made during New Year’s Eve in Cologne and of the crisis response will
reveal regularities encountered during this specific crisis case. Thus, it is explanatory research
in conjunction with exploratory features.

2. Theoretical Framework
This study considers crisis, crisis management, and crisis communication as inextricably
intertwined. Following Coombs (2010), the terms can be seen as a progression from crisis to
crisis management to crisis communication. An organizational crisis is defined as “a specific,
unexpected and non-routine event or series of events that create high levels of uncertainty and
threatens or perceived to threaten an organization’s high priority goals” (Seeger, Sellnow, &
Ulmer, 2003, p. 7). Crises are always socially constructed, and whether or not a crisis is
9

perceived as such heavily depends on how it is framed. The perception of the organization’s
stakeholders is significant in whether an event develops into a crisis or not. (Coombs, 2010)
Crisis management can be generally defined as “a set of factors designed to combat crises
and to lessen the actual damages inflicted [which seek] to prevent or lessen the negative
outcomes of a crisis and thereby protect the organization, stakeholders, and/or industry from
damage” (Coombs, 2014, p. 20). In detail, the Dutch Ministry of Safety and Justice
conceptualizes an adequate crisis management in six aspects. For this study, four are considered
relevant: (1) preparation, (2) recognition and signalling, (3) provision of information and (4)
crisis communication (Toetsingskader Rijkscrisisstructuur, 2012). The missing two aspects (5)
analysis, judgement, and preparation of decision as well as (6) decision making and steering
are neglected. Drawing useful lessons would require a much deeper knowledge about crisis
decision making within the police organization. Hence, it necessitates official access to data
and would go beyond the scope of this thesis.
Finally, crisis communication is the “collection, processing and dissemination of
information required to address a crisis situation” (Coombs, 2010, p. 20). Although crucial in
all three phases, the focus here is on the crisis response after the crisis. Strategically, the crisis
response stage is divided into three kinds of information, (1) instructing information, how to
cope physically with the crisis, (2) adjusting information, how to cope psychologically with the
crisis, and (3) reputation repair, attempts to ameliorate the damage a crisis inflicts on an
organization (ibid. p.29). Failure to give instructing information gives the impression that the
organization does not care about their stakeholders. Hence it intensifies the damage and may
create new crisis situations. Adjusting information such as expressing sympathy and explaining
which actions are taken to let the crisis never occur again is of great importance for sustaining
a certain level of trust and reputation. Reputation repair means strategic choices made to rebuild
the credibility of the stakeholders in the organization.
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Figure 1 below displays the expected relationships derived from expectations in the literature.
Hypotheses 1 to 4 are presented including the expected positive or negative relationship.

Distrust in
government/media

Politicization

Feedback
Circle

H4

H2-

H3-

H1 -

Improvisation from
protocols
Figure 1 Theoretical Framework

Adequacy of Crisis
Management

H1 -

The first hypothesis (H1) concerns the improvisation from protocols. The definition of
‘protocol’ used here does not only refer to extensive standardized action guidelines as they are
often conceived and analysed in the literature (see Coombs 2010) but takes a broader approach
including organizational norms as well. To give an example of organizational norms, the
German Federal Ministry of the Interior established a comprehensive Guideline for Crisis
Communication aiming at companies and public agencies. It lists the most important rules for
a successful crisis management. Thus, it may also illustrate organizational norms within the
police organization. Improvisation from well-accepted norms describes any decision which
deviates from the norms. The norms are idealistic in nature and can never be followed a
hundred-percent. Finding a balance between external pressures and following the norms is a
crucial task of the crisis manager. The greater the clash between external expectations and
principles of the norms, the bigger the risk to inadequately manage the crisis. The literature
consequently shows that deviances worsen the crisis management and damage the
organization’s reputation (see Coombs 2010). These organizational norms may also act as
mechanisms shaping the adequacy of crisis management (see A. Boin, 2005). Hence, the
following hypothesis is built.
H1-: The more improvisation from protocol, the lower the adequacy of crisis
management.

Hypothesis 2 (H2) gives insight into the process of politicization within the crisis management.
An event or issue is politicized when it “becomes subject to heightened political attention” in
parliamentary questioning, hearing, debates and inquiries (Dekker & Hansén, 2004).
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Politicization also includes disagreement within the political sphere, containing both, political
institutions and informal political arenas such as mass media. Disagreement refers to the
framing of (1) the course of events, (2) the underlying causes and effects, (3) questions of
responsibility and accountability, and (4) what lessons should be drawn (Broekema, 2015). If a
crisis seems to threaten crucial values of the state, then a framing contest on ‘how could it
happen?’ and ‘who is to be sanctioned?’ begins. Brändström and Kuipers (2003) developed a
decision tree along which decisions the different actors face are displayed. It distinguishes on
the agency dimension between framing the situation as an incident (referring to problems on
the technical and operational level) or as a symptom of underlying policy failures. Hence, their
theory is used to reveal the underlying motivations of the actors in the accountability process.
Studies have shown that politicization not only hinders organizations from adequately
managing a crisis (Arjen Boin & Hart, 2000) but can also contribute to an effective learning
and managing process (Dekker & Hansén, 2004). The focus of this thesis remains on the crisis
response. Thus effects on learning processes are not analyzed. Consequently, the following
relationship is expected:
H2-: The more politicized the event, the lower the adequacy of crisis management.

Hypothesis 3 (H3-) describes two different types of trust. Type A refers to a general distrust of
the public in the government and media. It can be seen as a particular social context (Aykens,
2005). On one hand, it is expected that negative action by the police as executive part of the
government has a huge impact on the overall trust in the government and vice versa.1 If support
for the government is already declining in opinion polls, it is more likely that more criticism
will arise in times of a crisis. On the other hand the mass media may heavily depend on the
government. Hence, it adopts their voice in framing a crisis. It is a claim oftentimes used by
populist movements, but also reflected by scholars (A. Boin, McConnell, & ‘t Hart, 2008) When
many media organizations share a similar opinion coinciding with the government, trust in the
government can be boosted. Conversely, an overall distrust in the government might as well
hurt the media’s reputation. In Germany, the recently very successful party Alternative für
Deutschland (AfD) which evolved from protest movements against the government and media,
became a strong voice in public opinion. Thus, when a significantly huge party regards
government and media as completely unreliable, it may also influence the publics’ perception
1

Recent research found that the government cannot be just seen as a composition of all government agencies,
but that the impact of the individual agencies on public perception of the government differ. (see Van de Walle
& Bouckaert, 2003) Still, for Germany there is no evidence that the police is not seen as public service.
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of the adequacy of crisis management of a public agency. Type B refers to the specific distrust
as an outcome of the crisis. Both Types are prone to influence each other and often go hand in
hand. Thus, they are summed up together in the following relationship.
H3-: The more the public distrusts the government and media, the lower the adequacy
of crisis management.

Hypothesis 4 takes a closer look at the effects of politicization. Blame games are considered
the central mechanism which shape the relation between improvisation from protocol and the
adequacy of crisis management. As in hypothesis 2, the theoretical implications are based on
Brändström and Kuipers (2003). If an event can be narrowed down to failures of single actors,
scapegoating becomes a useful way of preventing damage and preserve reputation. But if the
roots of the problem are framed as more complex, such simple solutions might loser their
effectiveness. When analysing a crisis temporally, the dominant framing might shift during the
process. Improvisation from protocol refers to internal police decisions. Thus, when blame in
the politicization process shifts to policy failures or higher levels of authority, operational
mistakes might be less salient. The following hypothesis describes this effect.
H4: The process of politicization affects the relation of improvisation from protocols
on the adequacy of crisis management.

Hypotheses 1 to 4 assume a one-way relationship. Whether the direction of the shown
causalities is indeed unilateral should be questioned. Inadequate choices of the crisis
management may be used in politics to blame others which further politicizes the crisis.
Besides, the dynamics of distrust are prone to become self-reinforcing - “distrust breeds low
credibility, which breeds fault-finding interpretations of the past and current behaviour, which
in turn reinforces distrust” (A. Boin, 2005, p. 78). A. Boin (2005) calls it the “credibility trap”,
which appears when the decision makers “deny unwelcome, yet widely covered aspects of crisis
reality”. If distrust characterizes the relationship between public, government and media, then
official announcements are less likely to be believed. Thus distrust not only influences the
adequacy of crisis management directly but may intensify the politicization as well. Hence, the
following feedback dynamics are expected:
Feedback circle: The adequacy of crisis management increases the politicization and
the distrust. Moreover, the higher the distrust, the stronger the politicization.
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3. Methodology
This chapter explains the methodological grounds of the thesis. It is important to understand
how the study was conducted to enable the reader to assess the studies’ scientific value. First,
the design is explained. Second, the procedure of data collection is presented in detail.
Finally, validity and reliability issues are discussed.
3.1 Research Design
This study is designed as a single case study. Its methodology is based on Causal Process
Tracing (CPT) which is the most suitable approach to draw inferences on dynamic processes in
a single-case study (see Blatter & Haverland, 2012). CPT requires a special way of looking at
a case which is guided by ‘configurational thinking’. It assumes that the interplay of many and
complex causes result in the specific outcome rather than a single specific cause. Similar
outcomes can be produced by different causes (equifinality) which in consequence means that
effects of causal factors differ in other contexts and combinations (causal heterogeneity). The
aim of a CPT-case study is to identify the mechanisms that connect the causal conditions to the
outcome. Tracing the process, first of all, requires insight knowledge of the event of interest.
Thus, a comprehensive storyline which structures the event in critical stages is constructed.
Based on the information received in the storyline, observations are made which allow the
inductive construction of strong causal claims. These claims are backed up by further evidence
found in Confessions of central actors. Confessions reveal motivations behind specific
decisions and actions and allow a deeper understanding of the mechanism at work. Finally,
supported claims enable the explanation of regularities of certain mechanisms which work only
under specific institutional, spatial or historical contexts. Thus, it substantially differs from
classic research designs such as longitudinal or cross-case studies.

3.2 Data collection
The main sources are official documents of the police and the Interior Minister plus official
statements published online. Furthermore, newspaper articles and other media content reveal
much information, especially about leaked reports and official statements given to the media.
Moreover, due to personal attendance, some interviews conducted by the official Parliamentary
Committee of Inquiry (CoI) with the main decision makers of New Year’s Eve are included.
An additional interview with a police press speaker gives insight into the general workings of
the police’s press office in Cologne, although specific case-related questions have not been
asked due to legal obligations of the job. Interviews with investigative journalists who have
comprehensive knowledge and insight about the case were conducted. These shed light on the
14

relationship of media, public and police. An overview of interview questions asked to the
journalists and how they were approached can be found in Appendix A.
The level of distrust of the public in government and media is measured by using data from
the “DeutschlandTREND”, a weekly survey from Infratest Dimap on behalf of the national
news agency ARD about the public opinion. The level of satisfaction with the government and
the level of satisfaction with top politicians are taken as a mean to display the general level of
(dis)trust of the society.

3.3 Validity and reliability
An often discussed issue in case study research are problems of validity and reliability. This
thesis addresses these problems by following methodological standards as summarized by
Gibbert, Ruigrok, and Wicki (2008) to ensure the quality of the results. The internal validity is
covered due to a theoretical framework solely derived from literature and theory triangulation.
The expectations of the hypotheses are discussed from different theoretical lenses, and the
analysis considers more than one interpretation approach. The construct validity is ensured by
applying data triangulation. Besides, Appendix A presents an explanation of how access to data
has been achieved. Regarding the external validity, this study is not directly connected to a
broader frame of additional case studies. Still, as the thesis was written in a bachelor circle of
8 students who used a similar thus comparable theoretical framework, findings can be
generalized to a certain extent. Besides, Cologne is a perfect case to study the workings of
politicization processes and the role of distrust, which makes it relevant for science. Last, a case
study protocol was written to show how the entire case study was conducted to enable others to
get a reliable picture of the procedure.

4. Case Description
This case description summarizes the most important details about the event and the
development of the crisis. Before the case is presented in detail, the migrant crisis as the context
is described and an overview of the topic is given. The actual crisis then is divided into 5 Stages.
Stage 1 describes the preparation misjudgments. Stage 2 gives an overview of the Police
Operation on New Year’s Eve. Stage 3 presents the mixed crisis response of the police and the
development of the media coverage. Stage 4 introduces the first attempts of damage control and
the start of the blame games. Stage 5 finally illustrates political consequences. An in-depth
description including comprehensive timelines can be found in Appendix B.
15

4.1 Context – The migrant crisis
The events during New Year’s Eve need to be observed in the very sensitive context of the
migrant crisis. According to the ARD DeutschlandTREND, 73% of the public regards the topic
of refugees, asylum, immigration, and integration the most important political issue for 2016 2.
The migrant crisis gave rise to right-wing parties in Germany. The Alternative für Deutschland
(AfD) as a right-wing populist party was founded in 2013 and is already part of the European
Parliament and had a turnout of 24% in Sachsen-Anhalt in the federal state elections in early
2016. They create serious pressure on the political system. The government ruled with an opendoor policy for refugees, which led to over a million people coming to Germany, mostly
unregistered in the beginning. Not only the AfD but also the Christian Social Union (CSU) as
coalition partner fought for a change in strategy of the government.
The public opinion, in general, supported the government’s open-door policy. The Christian
Democratic Union (CDU) as the chancellor’s party is trusted the most to be able to cope with
the refugee situation. 3 Still, populist movements such as PEGIDA (Patriotic Europeans against
the Islamization of the Occident) showed that there was much uncertainty in the society which
was not sufficiently addressed by politicians who are least trusted in the political system.

4.2 Overview of New Year’s Eve
In the night of New Year’s Eve 2015, a large number of sexual crimes, theft and robbery were
committed on the central train station forecourt and in the central train station in Cologne. The
victims were almost solely women. The situation was described by police forces of the local
and federal police and from other eye witnesses as temporarily chaotic and uncontrollable. On
the station forecourt, a crowd of over 1000 people was situated. The majority was described as
male and between 15 and 35 years old. From their outer appearance, it seemed that they
originate from the North-African and Arabian area. Most of them were severely under the
influence of alcohol and were described by the police officers as aggressive and completely
uninhibited. Fireworks were purposely fired into groups of people and police forces. Within
this crowd of people, smaller groups of different sizes evolved. These groups massively

2

Infratest Dimap (2016). ARD-DeutschlandTREND Januar 2016. Retrieved from http://www.infratestdimap.de/umfragen-analysen/bundesweit/ard-deutschlandtrend/2016/januar/
3
Infratest Dimap (2016). ARD-DeutschlandTREND Januar 2016. Retrieved from http://www.infratestdimap.de/umfragen-analysen/bundesweit/ard-deutschlandtrend/2016/januar/
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sexually harassed women and pickpocket them. In sum, over 1200 offences were reported, out
of which around 600 have a sexual background. 40% of all reported cases happened between
midnight and 1 a.m.4

4.3 Stage 1: Preparation misjudgements
The police authorities misjudged the danger of possible critical situations for New Year’s Eve.
The supervisory authority for the NRW police, the NRW State Office for Central Police
Services (LZPD) approved only one Hundertschaft5 with two platoons á 38 police, although a
full Hundertschaft was requested by the Local Police Authority Cologne6. This reduced the
opportunities for the police to have surveillance and early detection teams on-duty. When the
riot police started their duty, it turned out that the situation already went out of control and that
options for actions were limited. Support forces were not suitable to call because of lack of
time. Besides, on a meeting on 9th December 2015, responsibilities were discussed among the
federal police (FP), the cities Ordnungsamt7 and the police on the basis of former experiences.
Due to the lack of an official organizer, an overall security plan was not established. The focus
of the distributed responsibilities for certain areas did not reflect the available knowledge and
experiences from former years. The police report of New Year’s Eve 2014 stated that the station
forecourt was a hotspot for people and that pyrotechnics were used extensively and
dangerously, but the station forecourt was not even mentioned as a specific area. Besides, the
pickpocketing scene grew immensely in the months before New Year’s Eve. The leading police
officer of the commission for pickpocketing stated in a news interview with the WDR Aktuelle
Stunde that there have also been new developments of a combination of pickpocketing and
sexual assaults.8 Moreover, the organizational structure was kept as a Standard Structural
Organisation (Allgemeine Aufbauorganisation – AAO) and not a Special Structural
Organisation (Besondere Aufbauorganisation – BAO) which is comprised of a complete
leading team including a press speaker to react quickly to upcoming situations and requests by
the media. Last, the operation lacked the necessary infrastructure to deal with a bigger number

4

Amjahid et al. (2016, June 27). Was geschah wirklich? Zeit Magazin. Retrieved from http://www.zeit.de/zeitmagazin/2016/27/silvesternacht-koeln-fluechtlingsdebatte-aufklaerung
5
A Hundertschaft is the name of a riot police team consisting of three platoons à 38 riot police and two leaders.
6
From now on, ‘Police’ refers to the local police authority Cologne, which includes the riot police on-duty on
New Year’ Eve
7
The Ordnungsamt is a public order office of the municipality responsible for public safety and order. The
Ordnungsamt is not allowed to arrest people.
8
Soko Casablanca - organisierte Kriminalität in NRW (2016, January 6).. Westdeutscher Rundfunk. Retrieved
from http://www1.wdr.de/mediathek/video/sendungen/aktuelle-stunde
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of offenders. Two prisoner cells of the federal police in the central train station and three
prisoner transport cars were available. Police of the LZPD stated this as being an on-going
problem in Cologne which has also led to problems in former events.

4.4 Stage 2: New Year’s Eve
Most offences happened on the station forecourt which was under the responsibility of the riot
police. The riot police entered the station forecourt at 10:45 p.m. when several thousand people
were already situated there, many in a completely uninhibited and aggressive mood. Due to the
immense and dangerous use of fireworks and the lack of responsiveness to the presence of the
police, the decision was made to evict the station forecourt. At 11:35 p.m., the eviction started.
During this time, the federal police was responsible for closing the doors of the central train
station. At 00.5 a.m., the federal police had to open the doors to release increasing pressure of
people inside. Federal police described an aggressive atmosphere. At 0:15 a.m., the eviction
was finished. Later, the situation on the station forecourt worsened again. Around 2:30 a.m. it
finally calmed down. Table 1 below gives an overview of the most relevant stages of the
operation.

Table 1 Timetable of the operation on New Year’s Eve
Time
10:45 p.m.
11:35
23:56
0:15 a.m.
0:30
1:15
2:30

What happened?
Riot police arrive at the station forecourt
Start of the eviction
Train service stopped
Eviction finished
Access to station forecourt allowed
Train service restarts
Situation calms down

4.4.1 Operational mistakes
Due to the preparatory mistakes, the leaders of the operation on New Year’s Eve were faced
with problems to deal with the situation. First, due to the unanimous start of the operation at 10
p.m., the riot police depended on information of detection teams which was not available. The
only information available came from the police leader who on the way to the police office
recognized a potentially dangerous situation on the station forecourt. This was not sufficient to
take additional measures besides sending police there to get a closer look. Hence, when the riot
police arrived at the train station, the situation was already on a stage where the available
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amount of police did not leave many options to the leaders. As the riot police leader and other
police officers stated, there was no possibility at this point to get the necessary support in time
which would have been needed to break up the crowd. The late detection of the crisis led to a
lack of opportunities to call for help. Second, missing communication channels, especially
between the Ordnungsamt and the federal police, inhibited a proper decision. The adjacent
Hohenzollernbrücke (Passenger Bridge – see Map in Appendix B) was a hot spot for many
people to watch the fireworks at midnight. The amount of people on the bridge created much
pressure which forced some to escape on the train rails. In consequence, the train service had
to be stopped for about an hour short after midnight. It was not possible anymore to leave the
city by train which further aggravated the situation inside the train station. Decisions were taken
which for a separated area made sense but created unforeseen problems in other areas where
another actor was responsible.9

4.5 Stage 3: Mixed Responses
On 1st of January at 8:57 a.m., the police gave out a press statement regarding the event of New
Year’s Eve. It states that overall the celebrations were peaceful with minor situations which
were handled adequately.10 However, throughout the day, the police received 30 reports of
women who have been sexually assaulted during the night. Consequently, an investigation team
was built to clarify the unexpected development. The day after, the 2nd of January, the associated
press statement was publicized.11 The next day, the first suspects had been identified which was
also communicated via a press statement.12 Although the police was aware that New Year’s
Eve could not have been that peaceful overall, the first, positive press statement on the 1st of
January remained online without correction.

9

Amjahid et al. (2016, June 27). Was geschah wirklich? Zeit Magazin. Retrieved from http://www.zeit.de/zeitmagazin/2016/27/silvesternacht-koeln-fluechtlingsdebatte-aufklaerung
10
POL-K: 160101-1-K/LEV Ausgelassene Stimmung - Feiern weitgehend friedlich. (2016, January 1). Polizei
Köln. Retrieved from http://www.presseportal.de/blaulicht/pm/12415/3214905
11
Übergriffe am Bahnhofsvorplatz – Ermittlungsgruppe gegründet. (2016, January 2). Polizei Köln. Retrieved
from http://www.presseportal.de/blaulicht/pm/12415/3215530
12
POL-K: 160103-1-K Fünf Verdächtige nach Übergriffen am Bahnhof festgenommen. (2016, January 3).
Polizei Köln. Retrieved from http://www.presseportal.de/blaulicht/pm/12415/3215749
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Table 2 Timetable of Mixed Responses
Time
1st January
2nd January
3rd January
st
1 – 3rd January

What happened?
Press Statement “Peaceful New Year’s Eve”
Establishment investigation team
Press Statement about establishment of investigation team
Press Statement of first investigation results
Increasing number of local newspaper reports of sexual offences
during New Year’s Eve

In the meantime, local newspapers in Cologne took up the story and received eye-witness
reports of women and police officers who described the situation on the station forecourt. The
picture drawn in the newspapers differed significantly from the peaceful celebrations as stated
by the police’s press statement. However, the national media attention was low.13 Still, the
newspaper reports showed the police that the dimension of the sexual offenses and thefts might
diverge tremendously from their knowledge and presentation of the event. Thus, a press
conference was set for the 4th of January.

4.6 Stage 4: Damage Control and Blame Games
On the press conference on 4th January, the Police President in Cologne (PP) stated that 60
offences regarding theft and sexual assaults have been reported to the police, including several
massive sexual offences and one rape. No information about suspects was given, as the
investigations were still ongoing and no have brought about no profound results yet. A large
group of men with a North-African and Arabian appearance were suspected to be involved,
which the police as well as eye witnesses stated. Regarding the upcoming Carnival celebrations,
greater safety precautions are presented.14 After this press conference, the national and
international news took up the story and reported about Cologne. Soon, allegations that the
police held back information evolved, especially regarding the background of the suspects.
Although the PP condemned the offences, he was very cautious regarding the possible ethnic
background of the suspects. The responsible police director for public affairs later stated in the
Committee of Inquiry hearing that it would not have been a lie to tell that the investigations

13

Etliche Uebergriffe auf Frauen zu Silvester in Koeln. (2016, January 2). Süddeutsche Zeitung. Retrieved from
http://www.sueddeutsche.de
14
Viele Opfer melden sexuelle Übergriffe (2016, January 4) Westdeutscher Rundfunk. Retrieved from
http://www1.wdr.de/nachrichten
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strongly lead in a direction to the North-African and Arabian men and that the PP was advised
to do so.
Table 3 Timetable of Damage Control and Blame Games
Time
4 January

What happened?
Press conference of PP
Blame Games start
Press conference PP, Mayor, FP
#einearmlaenge
First Identification of suspects

th

5th January
6th January

On the 5th of January, the PP, the federal police representative for Cologne and the mayor
of Cologne had a first crisis meeting. The results were published in the following press
conference of the PP and the mayor. Focus of this press conference was damage control, by
naming the measures taken to prevent such assaults in the future, especially regarding coming
major events (e.g. Carnival). Besides, as no additional information about perpetrators were
known, the mayor and the PP both insisted not to suspect refugees just based on their presence
on the station forecourt. The mayor gave the tip to women to “keep a distance of more than an
arm’s length” to foreigners. It soon developed into a shit-storm on the Internet under the
#einearmlaenge, because it somehow put the responsibility for the assaults on women and
trivialised the events.
Quickly, the blame games started. The Federal MOI heavily criticized the police for the
operation and that they are the ones to blame. Moreover, the National Minister of Justice called
the event a “rupture in civilization”.15 In contrast, the Interior Ministry defended the work of
the police against the attacks. The leader of the police union as the political speaker for police
issues, blamed the latest political decisions about cuts in staffing and technological equipment
which led to operational problems. Especially sensitive was the issue of a possible migrant
background of the offenders. Due to the lack of information and knowledge about the event,
allegations spread out that the police, as well as the media, were trying to cover up facts to
create a desirable, political outcome for the government without inferences about the migrant
crisis. The sexual assaults on ‘German’ women were instrumentalized to support political
opinions about the migrant crisis. The Alternative for Germany (AfD) but also members of the
Christian Social Union (CSU) fuelled, even more, mistrust against the Establishment and
accused it to rather defend the foreign refugees than women. In social media, calls for vigilante
15

Fried, N. (2016, January 7) Ein Wort zuviel. Süddeutsche Zeitung. Retrieved from
http://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/politiker-ein-wort-zu-viel-1.2808096
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justice came up to defend the German women against the evil attacks of the refugees. The first
statement about the identification of four suspects did not calm the situation down because the
criminal charges were based on theft, not on sexual assault. Thus, the background of the sexual
offenders was still not communicated by the police.
4.7 Stage 5: Political consequences
The pressure on the Interior Ministry to shed light on the event became that heavy that it was
decided to send the PP into early retirement on 8th January. The attempts of damage control did
not work, as the negative attention towards the police and the responsible people still went on
after the press conferences on the 4th and 5th of January. Cover-up allegations were not
successfully denied. Moreover, the mayor complained about not having been comprehensively
informed about the background of the offenders, which the police had.16 On the 9th of January,
PEGIDA, a right-wing populist movement, called for a demonstration in Cologne to defend the
German women. A counterdemonstration of feminists for stopping violence against women
also gathered in Cologne to send a message against the instrumentalization of the topic for
political purposes. Due to a high amount of violent behaviour in the PEGIDA demonstration
and an aggressive atmosphere, the police had to break up the demonstrations after half an hour.17
The NRW and the National Committee of Internal Affairs, as well as the NRW parliament, hold
special meetings to discuss the event and consequences of New Year’s Eve in Cologne. Focus
of the debate was to discuss the possibilities of a faster processing of deportation of criminal
refugees and the tightening of the law against sexual violence.18. In March 2016, the Sexual
Criminal Law was tightened.19
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Reker, H. (2016, January 8) OB Reker zur Informationslage nach den Übergriffen in der Silvesternacht. Stadt
Köln. Retrieved from http://www.stadt-koeln.de/politik-und-verwaltung/presse/mitteilungen/15783/index.html
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Van Osten, D. (2016, January 9) Kaum gestartet – schon aufgelöst. ARD Tagesschau. Retrieved from
https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/koeln-pegida-103.html
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Table 4 Timetable of Political Consequences
Time
8th January

What happened?
Dismissal of PP20
Correction of press statement from 1st
January
Violent demonstrations of right-wing
extremists, demonstrations of feminists
Special Meeting of NRW Committee of
Internal Affairs
Bundestag special meeting, National
Committee of Internal Affairs meeting
NRW special parliamentary meeting
Establishment NRW Parliamentary
Commission of Inquiry for New Year’s Eve
in Cologne
Tightened rules for criminal foreigners
regarding their deportation21
Tightening of Sexual Criminal Law is
approved

9th January
11th January
13th January
14th January
27th January
25th February
16th March

The dismissal of the PP resulted in a shift of public focus to higher political stages. Now,
especially the role of the Interior Ministry and the Ministerial President NRW in the cover-up
affair was discussed. The opposition in the NRW parliament called for an official Parliamentary
Committee of Inquiry on the 27th of January to investigate the story behind the cover-up
allegations22. The investigations will end latest in March 2017. Table 5 gives an overview of
the above-presented stages and connects it with the underlying processes as laid out in the
theoretical framework.

20

The PP as a civil servant cannot be fired due to political circumstances. Thus, whenever this thesis talks about
the dismissal, it refers to the dismissal from his position, not the termination of his job as a police.
21
The implementation is still pending on approval of the Bundesrat, the legislatory organ of the Federal States.
(29.06.2016)
22
Drucksache 16/10798: Einsetzung eines Untersuchungsausschusses zur Silvesternacht 2015 (2016, January
27). Landtag NRW. Retrieved from https://www.landtag.nrw.de
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Table 5 Overview of the Stages & Depiction of Crisis Management and Underlying Processes
Stage

Stage 1
Preparation

Date

Stage 2 New
Year’s Eve

Stage 3 Mixed
Responses
01.01.

02.01 03.01

Important
event

Crisis
Management

Preparation

08.01

27.01

25.02

16.03

Recognition
of the crisis in
public

Dismissal
PP

Setup
Commission
of Inquiry

Tightened
rules for
criminal
foreigners
regarding their
deportation23

Tightening
of Sexual
Criminal
Law

PS
setup
IT

Press
conference PP

PC
Interior
Minister

PC
Mayor,
PP
Numerous public
appearances by PP

Previous crisis

Mediatization
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Stage 5 Political Consequences

Recognition Setup IT
and
signaling
Provision of information
Crisis communication
PS
peaceful
night

Politicization

Stage 4 Damage
Control and blame
games
04.01
05.01

Mistrust, Cover-up Allegations
#einearmlaenge
Blame Shift to national/federal politics
games

IT – Investigation
Team
PP – Police President
PC – Press Conference
PS – Press Statement

The approval of the second legislatory organ, the Bundesrat, is still pending. (29.06.2016)
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5. Analysis
Improvisation from protocols has an expectedly strong explanatory power regarding the
adequacy of crisis management. The better organizational norms are followed, the more
adequate the crisis management will become (Coombs, 2010). The adequacy must not
necessarily be bound to accepted mistakes during the crisis management, but can to a large
extent be connected to external factors which will then be the most influential factor. Hence,
the exploration of this assumption first requires a closer look at the relationship between the
improvisation from protocols and the adequacy of crisis management with regard to underlying
mechanisms. Based on this, mechanisms of politicization and distrust can be implemented in
the analysis. Figure 2 is situated at the end of the analysis part. It presents an overview of the
causalities which are elaborated in the discussion of the hypotheses. The reader may use it to
better understand the workings of the mechanisms.
5.1 Hypothesis 1: Improvisation from protocols negatively affects the adequacy of
crisis management.
The core of this thesis are the four aspects of crisis management, (1) preparation, (2) crisis
recognition and signalling, (3) provision of information and (4) crisis communication. The
protocols applied for these elements are well-accepted norms which stem from two sources.
The German Federal Ministry of the Interior published an official ‘Guideline for Crisis
Communication’ in which they state explicit norms feasible for (1) preparation and (4) crisis
communication. The Guidelines for Crisis Communication of the Dutch Government are used
for (2) recognition and signalling and (3) provision of information. Obviously, these norms
were not established for the German context. Nonetheless, they provide a useful anchor point
for the analysis. Preparation (1) comprises the existence of a crisis structure and crisis
infrastructure as well as learning from previous experiences. Recognition and signalling
include an accurate and consistent information flow to all relevant actors and the speed of
management reaction. An adequate provision of information (3) requires the completeness of
information, full accessibility of data and the control over data. Crisis communication (4)
entails an active information policy, quick information flow, consequent action-taking and the
coherence between crisis communication and the public demand for information.
5.1.1 Preparation
The German Federal Ministry of the Interior established Checklists for the preparation of an
adequate crisis management. They can be summarized in 3 characteristics, (a) the existence of
25

a crisis structure, (b) the existence of proper infrastructure to cope with the crisis and to ensure
crisis communication channels, and (c) learning from previous experiences. Strong evidence
for the claims of the crisis preparedness of the police would require in-depth knowledge about
the learning from previous crises. But no internal information has been published so far. Thus,
the following evidence is based on information gained from the interview with a press speaker
of the police, the hearings of leading police officers in Cologne and newspaper articles.
The police has a sufficient crisis structure at hand to cope with unexpected situations.
The local police Cologne is one of the biggest local police authorities in Germany and one of
the few in NRW with internal crisis structures. A Special Structural Organization, which
includes a specific crisis leadership team and determined crisis communication channels, can
always be implemented if considered necessary. Besides, it has the possibility to set up a
Stabslage24 with a crisis team consisting of the involved police directorates. Communication
paths with cooperating authorities are already established in the day-to-day business. For
specific crises such as rampages, precise crisis communication plans are available. In addition,
a press office with 12 employees and a 24/7 presence is on-duty all the time.
The police has a sufficient infrastructure at hand to react quickly to a changing
environment. Due to the size of the organization with over 5000 employees, the police can if
necessary always shift people to achieve priority goals. Concerning Special Forces, the police
can reach out to the higher authorities to quickly get additional material or staff. It is limited
by availability due to other operations, but the more intense the crisis is, the higher the chance
of receiving what is requested. Problematic is the approval of staff and technical equipment for
“normal” operations. During New Year’s Eve, the call for support forces was not a feasible
option because of lack of time. Besides, requested technical equipment such as spotlights and
fences for the station forecourt was not approved for the federal police. It is weird insofar as
that the station forecourt was later declared to be under the responsibility of the police Cologne.
Thus, equipment could have also been used from the police Cologne after disapproval for the
federal police. The infrastructure of the police depends on the cooperation with other
authorities; they cannot deal with a crisis on their own. Dependencies on outside organizations,
no matter how good the cooperation is, always hinders the options and slows down the reaction
time of the management. The existence of sufficient infrastructure can thus not be completely
confirmed.
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A Stabslage depicts a special organizational stage which is set up for big events or unexpected situations.
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Learning from previous comparable situations have negatively contributed to the
preparation of crisis management. In the two years previous to New Year’s Eve, the violent
HoGeSa25 demonstration and the Special Forces Incident26 have shown that the crisis
management and the PP as crisis manager might not be prepared to cope successfully with
unexpected situations. During the HoGeSa demonstration, the degree of violence of the
demonstrators came by surprise to the police, who was as a result unprepared and lacked control
over the situation. The Special Forces Incident was dealt with by the PP unsuccessfully. He
broke up the Special Forces Team although no charge have been found in the investigation,
thus trust in his leadership qualities was damaged. A supporting factor might have been the
experience with investigating the growing pickpocketing scene in Cologne through a
cooperative commission with the federal police. Besides, a database registering offenders from
North-African countries (NAFRI) may have given insight into criminal structures of the
suspected offenders of New Year’s Eve.
In general, it can be said that the Police Cologne follows the norms regarding the
preparation of crisis management. The existence of comprehensive crisis structures and
the availability of infrastructure build a good basis for an adequate crisis management.
But learning from previous crises lowered the trust capabilities of the police as a whole
and of the PP specifically. The question remains why they managed New Year’s Eve so
badly? A clue can be found in the cooperation issue for the crisis infrastructure. In the
case description, preparatory misjudgements of New Year’s Eve are presented. They
show that cooperation with the federal police, the city, and higher police authorities was
insufficient to have a good overview of what is to be expected and what staff and material
should be approved. To conclude, the pure existence of a more or less advanced crisis
management system is not proven to be a necessary nor sufficient cause of a well-managed
crisis.
5.1.2 Crisis recognition and signalling
According to the Guidelines for Crisis Management by the Dutch Ministry of Safety and
Justice, crisis recognition, and signalling depends on (a) the information flow to all relevant
actors and (b) the speed of management reaction. The police itself and the mayor are considered
the only relevant actors here because they had close contact before the crisis was publicly
25

HoGeSa is a right-wing hooligan group fighting against Salafism in the Islam.
In 2015, a Special Forces Team was dissolved by the PP because of allegations of mistreatment of new team
members. Later, investigations brought about no evidence for any mistreatment. The reputation of the PP
especially internally was damaged.
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acknowledged. The role of the Interior Minister and superior authorities are neglected because
not enough information is available to make statements about their behaviour and knowledge
level. The question to answer is why the press statement of the 1st January presented a positive
image of the night despite the different portrayal of the police at the scene? Boin (2005)
discusses two applicable reasons why organizations often fail to create the necessary
information for an effective crisis recognition: Mechanism 1 says that many organizations are
not designed to look for trouble. Simon (1976) names it the “problemistic search”.27
Mechanism 2 states that the “variable disjunction of information and the politics of
information” is responsible. The applicability of the mechanisms is explored in conjunction
with the definition of the Dutch Ministry.
5.1.2.1 The information flow
The internal information flow was insufficient. The first written down internal information
about the situation was a WE message28 sent during the night after the eviction. The wording
did not point to a much bigger dimension of the event, as the eviction was completed without
any incidents, no one was injured, no suspects were arrested, one report was filed to the police
and the media interest was low. Besides, not all information from operation leaders was
collected. One of the two platoon leaders did not write a report, although he was on-duty on
the station forecourt and had knowledge about sexual arrests and of the atmosphere within the
crowd. The malfunctioning of communication channels resulted in incomplete overall reports
of the night. A comprehensive and accurate overview was not available. A combination of
Mechanism 1 and 2 can shed light on the problems. First, it seems that all responsible persons
for the operation on New Year’s Eve did not feel responsible to take further action after their
duty was over. All police officers in the CoI hearings stated that the ‘aftermath’ of an operation
is a distinct matter inside the organization and that they are not involved. Hence, if the
organizational system does not require them to locate problems, then they remain with the
routine tasks. Second, the sheer size of the police complicated the data collection. It requires a
concerted effort. But due to the plain fact that it was New Year’s Eve and the days thereafter
public holidays, these efforts were further impeded.
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WE messages (WE = Wichtiges Ereignis) are Important Events, which are a summary of important events
happened within a local police authority. Some are also send to the LZPD and the MOI depending on their
significance.
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The sufficiency of the information flow to the mayor is questionable. On the day of the
PP’s dismissal, the mayor published a statement claiming that the information flow was lacking
important details which became known to her via the media. In consequence, the relationship
was described as shaken confidence in the police leadership29. The PP denied this statement.
On 2nd of January, the PP informed the Mayor extensively about the situation, similarly during
a telephone call before the press conference on the 5th of January. Besides, during the press
conference, he described the group to which the suspects are necessarily related. He only stated
what was known, the fact that no suspect could have been identified yet. According to the PP
the mayor had all information available. Mechanism 2 might explain the mayor’s statement
regarding the political characteristics. Data interpretation becomes “the subject of a political
process” (A. Boin, 2005). Thus, it depends on one’s own interest how to weigh the evidence.
The mayor’s statement is likely to be an instrument of preventing damage to the own
organization.
5.1.2.2 Reaction Speed
The speed of the management reaction was slow, internal as well as external. The first
internal recognition of the event was on the early afternoon of the 1st January. An investigation
team was established. But the crisis management decided not to correct the morning’s press
statement until further details are known. In consequence, the public was first informed a day
later in a small press statement. The PP repeatedly stated in the hearing of the COI that he was
aware of the sensitivity of the event. Thus, he recognized it already as an upcoming crisis.
However, the setup of an investigation team as such did not reflect this awareness. Neither did
he try to actively achieve a better overview of the situation by requesting comprehensive
reports of the responsible police leaders nor did he actively communicated to the public. The
response was reactive, waiting for the normal process of investigation and information
collection to create results. Mechanism 2 may again shed light on this behaviour. The available
information lacked certainty of the scope and severity of the event for the PP to act
immediately. The PP stated that although he was aware of a critical situation on 1st of January,
the full dimension became clear only on the 3rd of January. The disjunction of information
about the background of the offenders was reason to wait for a clearer picture.
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In conclusion, two mechanisms may have driven the police to recognize the crisis in a
late stage and signal it even later. First, ‘many organizations are not designed to look for
trouble’. No one seemed to be responsible to detect any problems and to take appropriate
action. Second, the ‘variable disjunction of information and the politics of the
organization’ explain the halting information flow and the hesitant decision making of
the PP.

5.1.3 Provision of Information
The guidelines of the Dutch Ministry of Internal Affairs point out three norms for an adequate
provision of information: (1) the completeness of data, (2) the accessibility of data, and the (3)
control over data.
The data was not complete to get a full overview of the situation. Three problems are
found which resulted in the insufficient police report to the Interior Ministry on 8th January.
First, not all reports from important actors were requested. Second, early statements of victims
during the night were only insufficiently recorded due to long waiting periods in the police
offices. Thus, the dimension of the event as presented in the statistics was skewed. The missing
field reports of important actors in the operational plan makes it hard to attain an early
comprehensive overview. Third, the preparatory misjudgements come into play here as well,
because they hindered the collection of data during the night.
The data was not immediately accessible and lacked in quality. The PP stated in the press
conferences two main reasons why information about the situation on New Year’s Eve was so
rare: the darkness and the insanity of the environment through the extensive use of fireworks.
It complicated the observation for the police and hindered anyone to detect offenders or
possible suspects. Moreover, many of the victims did not immediately report the crimes to the
police. Most victims reported after the 4th of January when the event was extensively present
in the media30. Two explanations should be considered here. First, the low amount of police to
file the reports during New Year’s Eve. Second, the craziness of the scene which many just
wanted to escape from without immediately filing a report to the police. More importantly, the
report rate for sexual offences in Germany is very low, only every 7th woman who has
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experienced sexual violence has filed a report to the police. Going to the police involves
reflecting the experienced situation and can be very burdensome to the victim. Thus, many
need time to think about the consequences before they go to the police which limits the
possibilities for investigators.31 Furthermore, in this case, many of the victims were not living
in the city but in nearby towns. Thus, direct contact between the victims and the responsible
investigation team in Cologne was more difficult.
The police lacked full control over the data. The most important evidence is the leaked
report of a federal police officer to the media32 and some other unofficial statements by police
given to the media33. Besides, a great part of the used data for the investigations of the police
came from the victims or eye-witnesses themselves, which means that the police logically
cannot have control over their statements.
The deviation described above had a negative influence on the adequacy of provision
of information. Although external factors such as the darkness of the forecourt and the
increasing number of reports over a long time hindered and slowed down the accessibility
of data, internal mistakes contributed to a lack of completeness and control over the
information.

5.1.4 Crisis Communication
The Guidelines for Crisis Communications of the German Federal Ministry of the Interior point
out four norms to be followed: (1) active information policy, (2) words follow consequent
actions, and (3) the communication needs to meet the public demand for information.
Additionally, Coombs (2010) distinguishes strategic crisis communication in instructing
information, how to cope physically with the crisis, adjusting information, how to cope
psychologically with the crisis, and reputation repair, attempts to ameliorate the damage a
crisis inflicts on an organization. Instructing information are the first priority in crisis
management. Coombs (2007) regards it the ethical responsibility to address the physical and
psychological concerns of the victims first before starting to care about reputational assets.
Furthermore, the Interior Ministry has established a directive for the protection of national
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minorities against discrimination. It states that information about the involvement of national
minorities should only be mentioned if a predominant information interest or investigation
interest exists.34
The reactive crisis response resulted in “fuelling thunder”.

Scholars of crisis

communication always stress the fact that crises require a ‘quick’ response (see Coombs, 2010,
p.28). A proactive disclosure of information is likely to result in a “stealing thunder”
mechanism which lessens negative implications on the organization (Arpan & RoskosEwoldsen, 2005). To turn this around, a ‘slow’ crisis response may result in “fuelling thunder”.
The evidence suggests in three ways that indeed a slow crisis response intensified the impacts
of the crisis. First, the three press statements published during the first days after New Year’s
Eve did not represent an active or offensive crisis communication. The strategy appeared to
prolong the outbreak of a crisis which was obvious to come. Second, local newspapers draw a
more intense story of the event by telling stories of victims and eye-witnesses who described
the event as chaotic and insane. Thus, the decision on the 3rd of January to hold a press
conference the next day was a reaction of growing external pressure by the media. Third, the
late crisis response created cover-up allegations. They became a central aspect of the public
debate. It shows that the inadequacy of the crisis management is at least partly self-created by
“fuelling thunder”. The change to an open and quick information policy after the press
conference on the 4th was too late to diminish damage to the organization.
The communicated reaction measures to the crisis were rigorously followed by
consequent actions. The focus of the press conference on the 5th of January was already the
preparation for the upcoming Carnival and presence measures around the central train station
the following weeks. News reports confirm that the presence measures were immense and
worked after they were implemented. There was a huge drop in pickpocketing and drug selling
around the central train station. Besides, no further situations regarding sexual offences
occurred during Carnival. The security concept did not only involve more police but included
new concepts such as ‘central safe places’ for women where they receive immediate support
and security.
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The communication did not meet the public demand of information. Online videos and
newspaper reports suggested that refugees were involved in the offences, which made the
situation politically critical. In the press conferences, it was repeatedly stated that the group out
of which the offences were committed appeared to consist of North-African and Arabian men.
However, it was emphasised as well that there is no known connection to refugees. Later it
came out that most of the over hundred identified men during the evening identified themselves
indeed as refugees. Thus, trust in the open communication of the police was damaged. Besides,
a leaked police field report and eye-witness statements showed that the situation especially
before and during the eviction was not really under control but rather chaotic and dangerous.
Still, the PP transcended the responsibility for the event and emphasised that the police is not
to blame. The clash of framings resulted in a loss of trust.
The ‘tendency to emphasize adjusting information over instructing information’ created
an impression of lacking empathy. Coombs (2010) stresses that crisis managers oftentimes
neglect the importance of giving instructing information because it is seen as self-evident. This
mechanism can be observed in Cologne in two aspects. First (1), the crisis response strategy of
the Cologne crisis management team focused on adjusting information and reputation repair.
Much emphasis was on the transcendence of responsibility. The PP emphasized the promotion
of frames, depicting the event as unforeseeable and uncontrollable. The most preferred
description of New Year’s Eve was the ‘new’ phenomena, which was not foreseen and couldn’t
have been prevented. The stories told by eyewitnesses and victims differ from that view
because they present an overstrained police which was unable to protect them due to missing
presence and equipment. The police tried to rebuild trust and weaken the impression of No-Go
areas by showing greater presence and presenting an enhanced security plan for the upcoming
mega event Carnival. Second (2), the only instructing information which stuck in the media
ended up in a shit-storm #einearmlaenge on the mayor. She referred to advice for physical
behaviour in an uncertain situation in an unfortunate way. In a newspaper interview in June
2016, she stated to regret creating a bad image through this well-meant advice. The small
coverage of instructing information by the police made it easier for others to instrumentalize
the topic for their matters. Right-wing movements and politicians used the situation for
compassionate statements in favour of protecting women against sexual violence and
harassment, although it does not fit their actual political opinion.35 In sum, the “tendency to
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emphasize adjusting information over instructing information”- mechanism is likely to create
an inadequate crisis communication.
The guidelines of the Interior Ministry to protect national minorities against
discrimination had no likely influence in the decision of the PP. The PP stated in the hearing
that the guideline did not play a role in his decision. Of course, protecting refugees in general
against unjustified indiscrimination was the basis of his decision. However, the PP was guided
by personal values as a PP and not driven by following these guidelines. But when looking at
the police organization as a whole, a change can be observed. A team of journalists found out
that naming the background of offenders has significantly increased after the event. In the last
quarter of 2015, press statements included the background 5 times. But in January 2016, it was
already mentioned in 13 press statements.36 It is likely that Cologne sensitized the press offices.
Naming the background might just be a way to prevent criticism and damage to the
organization. Another possible explanation is an increased number of situations where the
background might have actually played a role, because Cologne acted as a trigger for more
ethnic-background-related crime. Which of these reasons applies cannot be observed.
The late change to an active information policy in combination with a crisis response
which differed from the public perception and knowledge of the event had a negative
effect on the adequacy of crisis management. The mechanism of the ‘tendency to
emphasize adjusting information over instructing information’ might have complicated
an adequate crisis communication and contributed to the negative image of the police.
5.1.5 Conclusion of Hypothesis 1
In sum, deviations from well-accepted norms appear to hinder an adequate crisis management
in Cologne. The evidence suggests that three mechanisms have been at work. The first two
mechanisms are the ‘problemistic search’ mechanism and the ‘variable disjunction of
information and the politics of organization’ mechanism which shaped the recognition of the
crisis. In combination with the insufficient preparation of the operation, they constitute the
basis for the late recognition and signaling of the situation and the lack of detailed information.
These mechanisms might also explain the halting information flow which resulted in an
incomprehensive knowledge base necessary for an adequate crisis communication. The PP’s
decision not to mention the ethnic background information about the offenders was influenced
by this uncertainty of knowledge. The crisis communication strategy eventually created the
36
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public perception that information is held back. The third mechanism describes the ‘tendency
to emphasize adjusting information over instructing information’. Although the police
expressed empathy to the victims, it was not emphasized enough to create a caring image. The
question remains which factors hindered the application of well-accepted norms. This will be
addressed in the following parts.

5.2 Hypothesis 2: The more politicized the event, the lower the adequacy of crisis
management.
Before we analyse the mechanisms of politicization, we have to determine the level of political
attention and disagreement. Earlier, we have defined politicization as (1) the degree of political
attention and (2) the degree of political disagreement within political institutions and informal
political arenas such as mass media. It refers to the framing of (a) the course of events, (b), the
underlying causes and effects, (c) questions of responsibility and accountability, and (d) what
lessons should be drawn (Broekema, 2015)

5.2.1 Political Attention
The political attention was high from the 4th of January onwards. After the 4th of January,
Cologne received increasing political attention from local, federal state, national and
international level as well as much attention in media and social media. Besides statements
from all political parties in the Bundestag (Federal Parliament), the issue was also on the agenda
of the NRW Committee of Internal Affairs, the National Committee of Internal Affairs, the
NRW parliament, and the national parliament. The setup of the Committee of Inquiry by the
NRW parliament shows how politically important the crisis is. On the international level, many
politicians commented on Cologne, mainly concerning the migrant crisis.
Media attention is shown by a simple media frequency analysis for news coverage. The
analysis of the most popular news program “Tagesschau” in Germany of the public TV agency
ARD shows that between the 4th and the 27th of January, the crisis was discussed 15 of 24 times
with a daily coverage until the 11th of January37. The great attention of the event in social media
is evident by looking at three examples. First, New Year’s Eve in Cologne was a trending topic
on Twitter, which can be seen e.g. in the news media coverage of the use of #einearmlaenge.
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It came up after the press conference on the 5th of January regarding behavioural tips of the
mayor for women to keep an arm’s length distance to unknown people. Second, the
international extent of the event is evident. Donald Trump, a potential presidential candidate
of the Republicans in the United States, tweeted about Cologne on the 6th of January.38 Third,
the attention the event received in social media was of great intensity. A social-media expert
of the NRW State Office of Criminal Investigation (LKA) stated that after the event in Cologne,
a ‘hate-hype’ was observable online resulting in an increasing number of criminal
investigations.39
5.2.2 Political Disagreement
The political disagreement was rather low regarding police issues but high on
national/policy level. To show the degree of political disagreement, a simple content analysis
of the most relevant actors is conducted concerning the four aspects of political disagreement
listed above. The most relevant actors are the PP of the Police Cologne, the Police Union NRW,
the Interior Minister, the Federal IM, the CDU as an opposition party in NRW and the AfD as
representative of the right-wing voices. Table 6 shows that questions of responsibility and
accountability reveal the most disagreement among the actors. The NRW CDU and the Federal
IM see the responsibility especially with the Police Cologne, whereas the Interior Minister
accounts the Federal Police for the mistakes of the event as well. The Police Union and the PP,
on the other hand, defend the working of the police. The PP does not make statements about
the responsibility other than denying that the police is not the one to blame. The Police Union
criticizes the political police authorities who failed to sufficiently staff and equip the police.
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Table 6 Political Disagreement among the most relevant actors
Actor/Framing
process

Course of events

Police
President

“unforeseeable
phenomenon”,
police showed
sufficient
presence,
appropriate
decisions during
operation
Understaffing of
the Police
Lack of
appropriate
staffing,
problem was
known,
deportation
rules not
rigorously
executed

Mayor
Cologne
Police Union

Interior
Minister

Preparatory
mistakes,
operational
mistakes by
police

AfD

Responsibility
and
accountability
Not the police

Police
oversight,
Politics

Lessons

Immediate
measures,
strengthened
presence
during large
events

More staff

Police Cologne
and Federal
Police

enhanced
surveillance and
technological
progress in
policing by
NRW
government

NRW CDU

Federal IM

Underlying
causes and
effects

Operational
mistakes, “Police
cannot work like
that”

Police Cologne
and NRW
government

Police Cologne

Cultural
differences
between Islamic
people and
Germany
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Merkel,
Migrant
Politics

Tough answer
of the rule of
law, change of
law for
deportation,
sexual assault
law
Change of
leadership,
change of
migrant
policies

Much political attention in conjunction with a heated framing contest over the responsibility
resulted in a strong politicization of the crisis. The crisis response entails the provision of
information and the crisis communication. The effects of the politicization processes on these
aspects is analysed below.
5.2.3 Effects of Politicization
The politicization contributed to an adequate provision of information regarding the
completeness and accessibility of information. The great media attention beginning on the 4th
of January obviously reached many people, and consequently more victims and eye witnesses
as well. Many of those did not live in Cologne. Thus the coverage in the local newspaper was
not reaching them. Hence, a rising number of victims filed reports to the police and a more
comprehensive overview of the situation was possible. The huge attention did contribute as a
psychological factor for the victims. In part 5.1.3 Provision of information, we have shortly
elaborated on the psychological consequences of sexual assaults on women. A general
applicable mechanism can be derived, namely that ‘politicization lowers hesitancy to report
sexual violence’. Statistics about sexual violence in Germany and other countries support this
mechanism, although it cannot be found in scientific studies of crisis management.40
Blame Games within the politicization process lowered the morale of the police, which
led to a lack of data control. In the theory, blame games were introduced with regard to the
agency dimension. A political crisis can either be framed as an ‘incident’ or as a ‘symptom of
policy failure’ (Brändström & Kuipers, 2003). Table 6 shows that blame was concentrated on
the police and their operational and preparatory mistakes. The lower-level actors were in focus,
which the evidence of the dismissal of the PP clearly shows. The PP stated in the CoI hearing
that he sees himself a scapegoat of politics. But even though the PP had to take the
consequences, the blame was also put on the police Cologne as a whole. The police and the
police union blamed strategic political choices of the Interior Ministry. But they were not able
to withstand the dominant framing of the Federal Interior Minister and the Interior Minister.
As a consequence, the lack of political support and the scapegoating was likely to lower the
morale within the police, as an insider report by the described41. According to former
newspaper articles, the morale was already damaged due to the unjustified dismissal of a
Special Forces team the previous year. It can explain the lack of control over the data shown
40
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through the leaked police reports and unofficial statements. Thus, the Blame Games as a
mechanism shaped the politicization process and complicated an adequate crisis management.
The involvement of “refugees” complicated an adequate crisis communication. The PP
stated that immediately after knowing that refugees might be involved in the offences, he was
aware of the explosive political nature of the situation. Thus, he actively tried to stick only to
known facts about the suspects and refraining from every connection to refugees. The personal
decision to be cautious created a clash between the public demand for information and his
information policy. In contrast, the press speaker stated that the politicization did not have a
direct effect on the daily working of the police department. Despite the fact that the workload
for the press office increased immensely due to international media requests, the job was no
different than before. The lower the position in the hierarchy of the organization, the less
affected one is from political occurrences. But politicization may have had a positive effect on
the consequent actions following the promises made in the press conferences. Due to the high
political attention, rather technical problems such as spotlight equipment, staffing and
enhanced video surveillance via bodycams were implemented and approved immediately.
Concerning the crisis communication strategy, one can conclude that the connection of the
crisis with refugees had a negative effect on crisis communication. In minor aspects, it may
have contributed to a more consequent action taking.
Overall, a negative effect of politicization on the adequacy of crisis management can
be supported. Blame games acted as a mechanism which lowered the adequate provision
of information. Regarding strategy, the decisions were actively influenced by the political
sensitivity of the topic. The execution of the strategy itself was not affected, as the police
is not itself a political organization. In contrast, a mechanism of ‘politicization lowers
hesitancy to report sexual offences’ is observed. This might have positively affected the
collection of data and could be a reason why the countermeasures were implemented
quickly and comprehensively.

5.3 Hypothesis 3: The more the public distrusts the government and media, the
lower the adequacy of crisis management. Feedback loop: The lower the
adequacy of crisis management, the more the public distrusts the government
and media.
Distrust as used in this thesis is a mechanism which may explain interaction effects between
politicization and the adequacy of crisis management. It is important to distinguish different
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types of (dis)trust: Type A (a) refers to a general distrust of the public in government and media
which already existed before the crisis is explored. It describes the relationships of movements
such as PEGIDA and parties such as the AFD with the government and media. Type B (b)
refers to distrust after the crisis evolved in form of cover-up allegations. It goes beyond
PEGIDA and AfD and takes the uncertainty created by the crisis into account. The first type is
only analysed in the first claim, the following claims use the second trust type.
A general distrust (a) of the public in government and media negatively affected the crisis
management. There is no evidence to be found for this claim. The interviewed press speaker
and all journalists stated that there was no additional pressure and influence. Although all of
them received negative reactions from the public accusing them of cover-up communication
and lying, the feedback was expected and did not affect further decisions. Besides, about the
police, a general distrust cannot be observed at all. Results from the ARD DeutschlandTREND
after New Year’s Eve show a comparably high level of trust with only a minor decline
throughout the week.42
The inadequate crisis communication created and increased distrust (b) of the public in
government and media. Uncertainty and the image of No-Go areas in public space evolved.
This is reflected in the survey of the ARD DeutschlandTREND report which shows that almost
2/5 of the women want to avoid bigger crowds of people due to the event in Cologne. Moreover,
82% of the overall population support an extension of video surveillance on public spaces. The
task of the police is to keep the citizens safe, hence a feeling of insecurity is by logic connected
to distrust in the organization.
The more the distrust (b) increased, the more politicized the issue became. The high level
of distrust is reflected by the intensity of cover-up allegations not only by right-wing populists
but also by public-law broadcaster.43 It intensified the pressure on politics to react in some way
to rebuild trust. The PP himself stated that he asked for a clear stand of the Ministry about the
event so that the organization can stay viable. From the 7th of January onwards, the PP felt that
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the media focussed much more on his person due to the cover-up allegations and internal
affairs. The rise in external political pressures ultimately resulted in the dismissal of the PP.
The more politicized the issue became, the more distrust (b) increased. Political
disagreement creates an inconsistent crisis communication, especially when the responsibilities
are not clearly outlined. The more actors make statements about the event, and the more
speculation is within these statements, the less clear the picture of the event becomes. The
complexity of crises in public organizations is that the organization only exist in a broader
framework with superordinate authorities and co-existing organizations. Thus, speaking with
one voice to be consistent in the information flow is almost impossible. Following Coombs
(2010), the credibility of the organization is damaged by inaccurate and inconsistent
information. For the police, it resulted in the dismissal of the PP. For the superordinate
authorities such as the Interior Ministry and the Ministerial President of NRW, it resulted in
damaged reputation which might influence the next elections and their political career in
general.
The actual hypothesis that a general distrust (a) had a negative influence on the
adequacy of crisis management cannot be supported. Evidence instead shows that the
public trusts the police. But an increased feeling of insecurity and uncertainty within the
public is evident. Still, the general trust in the police shows that the public is not blaming
the police itself for the event. A positive relationship between distrust and politicization
is backed up by news reports and confessions of the Police President. A decrease in
credibility due to the inconsistent crisis communication seems plausible.

5.4 Hypothesis 4: The process of politicization affects the relation of improvisation
from protocols on the adequacy of crisis management.
Although Hypothesis 1 claims a negative relationship between the improvisation from
protocols and the adequacy of crisis management, the mechanisms of politicization may shape
or alter this relationship. Brändström and Kuipers (2003) refer to it as the problem of
‘concentration or dispersion of blame’. If the complexity of an event can be narrowed down to
an ‘actor failure’, then scapegoating an agency head might prevent damage from the own
organization or position. But if the roots of the problem are framed as more complex, such
simple solutions might lose their effectiveness. In Cologne, the dismissal of the PP can be seen
as scapegoating by the Interior Minister. But after the dismissal, the event was not ultimately
depoliticized. It might have just shifted the blame games to higher levels of political
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responsibility. Thus, Stage 4 and 5 as depicted in the case description are separately analysed
to reveal the mechanism of ‘concentration or dispersion of blame’.
The blame was concentrated on the PP in Stage 4 Damage Control and Blame Games.
Two aspects undermine this claim. First, the PP thought of himself a scapegoat of the Ministry
and felt that the media very much focussed on his person on the 6th – 8th January. Second, as
Table 6 shows, most superior actors in the blame game made the police responsible for the
event. Especially the Interior Ministry made the PP responsible for the inadequate crisis
communication. In the CoI hearings and in official statements in the media, employees of the
Interior Ministry stated that they strongly advised the PP to emphasize the involvement of
refugees, which the PP refused.
The blame shifted to the Interior Minister and the Ministerial President in Stage 5
Political Consequences. Due to the dismissal of the PP, the mistakes found in the crisis
management of the police were somewhat taken responsibility for. Thus, the blame game
shifted from the police to higher levels of responsibility. The blame was dispersed between
policy failures and the role of the Interior Minister and the NRW Ministerial President. 44 The
NRW Ministerial President did not play a dominant role in the crisis framing. She did not hold
up the image of a Kümmerin (someone who cares a lot about the citizen) as which she was
perceived in other crises. The Interior Minister was criticized due to cover-up allegations as
well as internal antipathy by the police. The majority of the police officers did not feel
supported from the Interior Minister and thus did not feel represented. Although both lost
reputation, they did not face direct consequences. But the CoI represents a political instrument
for the opposition to clarify their role in the event. Thus, in the long-term, political
consequences are likely to happen.
In conclusion, the concentration of the blame game on the PP in Stage 4 appears to be
the cause of his dismissal. The shift of the blame game to higher political authorities in
Stage 5 dispersed the blame between policy failure and political actors. Thus, the internal
mistakes within the police only played a subordinate role.
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Figure 2 Causal Chain Diagram
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(1) Change of national laws
(2) Faster and easier deportation of
criminal migrants (pending)
(3) Shift in public trust in coping with
migrant crisis

6. Conclusion
This thesis attempted to identify the factors that shape the relation between improvisation from
protocols and the adequacy of crisis management for the case of New Year’s Eve 2015 in
Cologne. The case has shown that protocols cannot be seen as standardized action plans which
present a detailed step-wise procedure. Such strict guidelines did not exist in this case, which
could as well have an effect on the crisis management. The findings of the analysis suggest
that the less well-accepted norms were reflected in the decision making, the worse the crisis
was perceived by external actors. Still, the importance of the norms for the adequacy differed.
The police had the potential for adequate preparation, but the actual preparation of the event
revealed crucial misjudgements. These deficiencies hindered the recognition of the crisis and
data collection for the investigation. In consequence, the basis of information on which the
police had to communicate to the public was incomplete. The internal miscommunication
complicated the information collection; the available data did not reveal the whole picture. The
police was not able to become the predominant actor in the framing contest even though an
active communication strategy was followed. It was rather the media and politicians who
covered the public need for information.
The politicization created unsolved problems of crisis communication, which increased
the feeling of uncertainty and created images of No-Go areas with no protection by the police.
It ended up in a trust crisis with cover-up accusations by many politicians and the media which
further intensified the politicization process. The actual assumption was that a general distrust
in the society against the government and media developed in recent years which affected both
the crisis communication as well as the politicization. However, both journalists and the press
speaker denied such an effect. Thus, no evidence can be found. Still, it might have contributed
to a higher level of distrust on a low scale.
The established theoretical framework enables to draw some general conclusions about
crisis management. To be considered, this crisis is unique in the sense that it occurred in a
sensitive setting of the migrant crisis which was already a political hot topic. Besides, previous
crisis situations already shaped the public perception about the adequacy of the police’s crisis
management. The political consequences might have been different in other contexts. Still, the
analytical and systematic tracing of the crisis management process in Cologne resulted in the
following five findings:
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(1) Deviation from well-accepted norms had an important influence on the adequacy of
crisis management. It supports the usefulness of official Guidelines for Crisis
Management, such as the one from the Federal Ministry of the Interior.
(2) A. Boin (2005) lists three mechanisms as inhibiting factors of sense making. The
findings of this study show that two of them, the ‘problemistic search’ and the ‘variable
disjunction of information and the politics of information’ are indeed shaping the
adequacy of crisis recognition and signalling.
(3) Evidence was found for Coombs (2010) assumption that the ‘tendency to emphasize
adjusting information over instructing information’ creates the impression of missing
empathy for the victims. The police’s strategy stressed adjusting information and
reputation repair. In consequence, they appeared as trivializing the events.
(4) Using Brändström and Kuipers (2003) decision tree for blame games, the outcome of
framing shifts could be explained. Hence, the scheme of blame games as a mechanism
of politicization can be supported.
(5) Influences of a general distrust of the public in the government and media cannot be
found. Instead, distrust is likely to explain interplay-effects between politicization and
crisis communication.
The quality of the results of a single-case study depends mostly on the access and
availability of data. During the research, two main problems were encountered which limit the
scope of this thesis. First, it seems to be quite impossible to get access to data of public
organizations in Germany. Three requests about the use of crisis communication plans were
sent out to police press offices in NRW and turned down by the Interior Ministry, who is
responsible for such decisions. Also, the COI which holds public hearings during their
investigations denied access to the meeting protocols although I was able to attend the meetings
in person. It required a lot of time and effort so that only a few important meetings could have
been attended. Information about the other meetings had to be derived from secondary sources
in the media which did not cover all the relevant aspects. Besides, the investigations of the COI
will last until December 2016 which means that not all information was used in this study. A
side-consequence was that it is not allowed for involved people who were heard or are to be
heard by the COI to give interviews to externals before the COI achieved results.
Second, the event in Cologne occurred very recently in relation to the finish of this thesis.
Long-term developments regarding the public distrust on the Police Cologne and on the police
in general cannot be taken into account. The report of the Commission of Inquiry may also
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result in additional political consequences for the Police Cologne, higher level actors or policy
changes. Yet, given the validity of the study, the findings contribute to crisis management
research as a first exploration of the mechanisms underlying the crisis management of the police
in the case of New Year’s Eve in Cologne. It shows in how far official guidelines influenced
the crisis management. The role of distrust as a link between effects of crisis communication
on the politicization process was presented and revealed the function of a mediator.
Further research is needed in several areas. First, the role of trust and distrust in a crisis
requires further exploration. This study concluded that the distrust had a minor effect on the
crisis management and was more involved with politicization. However, the influence might be
stronger when looking at a higher institutional level such as the federal ministry or ministerial
president. Thus, as stated, the long-term consequences of this crisis should be studied to broaden
the scope of learning from crisis and political and policy consequences. Second, the study
showed that crisis protocols were missing in this case, although the police was in generally
prepared for and experienced in crisis management. If learning from previous crises did not
result in a general guideline for crisis management or crisis communication, the organizational
culture could have played a huge role and would thus explain decisions much better than
improvisation from protocol can. Organizational culture takes the influence of previous crisis
situations of the organization into account as well. Media reports gave hints that internally the
PP lacked empathy within his staff due to misjudgements in the Special Forces team incident.
Thus, more insight in internal processes could bring about valuable knowledge.

The use of a single-case study design seemed to be the proper choice to achieve insight in the
mechanisms of the crisis management in Cologne. Although the generalizability of the results
is limited due to distinct circumstances, it may help scholars to understand the dynamics of
crisis management in the migrant crisis. The political sensitivity of the topic contributed
immensely to the politicization and thus influenced all above mentioned processes. A multiple
case study might bring about more extensive explanations of the theoretical relationships. But
this thesis, within the limits of the scope, does present very clearly how crisis management is
inhibited through organizational misconstruction and a wrong choice of a crisis response
strategy.
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8. Appendices
Appendix A Information sources
For this thesis, five information sources were used. They are listed in this Appendix.
1. Official Documents
a. Ministerium für Inneres und Kommunales des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen
(2016, January 10) Bericht des Ministeriums für Inneres und Kommunales
über die Übergriffe am Hauptbahnhof Köln in der Silvesternacht. Retrieved
from
http://m.mik.nrw.de/fileadmin/user_upload/Redakteure/Dokumente/Themen_u
nd_Aufgaben/Schutz_und_Sicherheit/160111ssia/160111berppkoeln.pdf
b. Ministerium für Inneres und Kommunales des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen
(2016, January 19) Bericht des Ministeriums für Inneres und Kommunales zu
den von der FDP-Fraktion beantragten Tagesordnungspunkten 1 bis 3 der
Sitzung des Innenausschusses am 21.01.2016 (Vorlage 16/3642). Retrieved
from
https://www.landtag.nrw.de/portal/WWW/dokumentenarchiv/Dokument/MM
V16-3642.pdf
2. Interviews with Journalists
a. Journalist A works for the Süddeutsche Zeitung and was responsible for the
news coverage of New Year’s Eve in Cologne until March 2016.
b. Journalist B works as an independent journalist with much insight knowledge
in the Police Cologne and in local Cologne affairs. For New Year’s Eve, the
journalist worked for foremost for the Westdeutscher Rundfunk.
Both interviews were conducted via telephone. A semi-structured interview was chosen as the
best approach to receive the needed information. Figure 3 shows the structure of the
interviews. They were conducted in German. Thus, the questions are here presented in
German as well. Figure 4 shows an example of how journalists were approached.
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Figure 3 Journalist Interview Guideline
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Figure 4 Email to Journalist

3. Interview with Police Press Speaker
a. A press speaker gave an interview about the workings of the press office in
Cologne. Due to the sensitivity of the topic, no specific issues regarding New
Year’s Eve were discussed.
b. Three police press offices were approached to receive insight in crisis
communication plans of the police. All of them forwarded the request to the
responsible Ministry of the Interior NRW which denied the request due to the
sensitivity of the topic.
4. Personal Attendance of Commission of Inquiry Hearings
An official request was send to the Parliamtary Commission of Inquiry to get access to
official documents and protocols of the public hearings the CoI conducted with crucial
actors of the crisis management. But the request was denied with reference to ongoing
investigations. Thus, I had to personally attend the public hearings. The following
hearings were attended:
May 23, 2016
1. Thorsten Meyer, Leader of the Hundertschaft of the riot police
2. Oliver Pilberg, Platoon leader of riot police
3. Karl-Josef Ommer, group leader of riot police
4. Klaus Rüschenschmidt, Police Director Besondere Aufgaben Police Cologne
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May 24, 2016
5. Bastian Marta, Leading civil servant in LZPD State Office for Central Police Services
6. Dr. Manuel Kamp, Vice President Police Cologne
7. Patrick Aust, civil servant LZPD
8. Thorsten Schröder, civil servant LZPD
June 2, 2016
9. Michael Temme, Police Director Gefahrenabwehr Police Cologne
10. Karlo Kreitz, Vice Head of Press Office Police Cologne
11. Uwe Reischke, Police Director of Leitungsstab Police Cologne
June 13, 2016
12. Wolfgang Wurm, Head of Office of Federal Police Station Sankt Augustin
13. Jens Floeren, Head of Press Office of Federal Police Station Sankt Augustin
14. Wolfgang Albers, Police President of the Police Cologne during New Year’s Eve
15. Mark Diehm, Leading Police Officer Police Cologne
Figure 4 and 5 below show how the CoI was approached to request access to data.
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Figure 5 Request Letter to Commission of Inquiry
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Figure 6 Support Letter of Thesis Supervisor
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5. Media Analysis
Table 9 lists the online sources used in this thesis.
Table 7 List of Media
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Analysis of ARD Tagesschau and Tagesthemen
Table 8 below shows the results of the media analysis for the political attention-claim. A ”Yes”
was noted when Cologne was explicitly mentioned in the topic list or when a topic description
indicated a connection to Cologne. This was verified by checking the report if clear references
to Cologne are made.
Date
04.01.2016
05.01.
06.01.
07.01.
08.01.
09.01.
10.01.
11.01.
12.01.
13.01.
14.01.
15.01.
16.01.
17.01
18.01.
19.01.
20.01.
21.01.
22.01.
23.01.
24.01.
25.01.
26.01.
27.01.
# Reference to Cologne

Report in Tagesschau 20.15 , Tagesthemen
ARD
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes

Yes
WESTPOL report
Yes
Yes
11/24

Yes
15/24
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Appendix B Extended Case Description
In the following, the event of New Year’s Eve and the crisis management afterwards are
presented in detail. The crisis is divided in five stages. Stage 1 introduces the context and
preparatory measures. Stage 2 depicts the actual event of New Year’s Eve in Cologne,
describing the preparation for and decisions made during the event. It starts with preparatory
measures taken in the beginning of December 2015 and ends at 6 o’clock on 1st January 2016.
Stage 3 describes the mixed response of the numerous stakeholders with a special focus on the
actions taken within the police organisation and public opinion. It starts in the morning of 1st
January 2016 and ends on 4th January before the first press conference by the police president
and Cologne’s mayor is held. Stage 4 depicts first attempts of Damage Control and the
beginning of blame games. This presents the actual beginning of the organizational crisis. The
police begins to take counteraction to face the challenges that evolved. It starts with the press
conference on the 4th of January and ends before the press conference held on the 8th of January.
Stage 5 shows how political consequences. The crisis entered high politics with decisions made
on national level and federal state level instead of municipal level. It starts with the press
conference held on 8th of January and ends with the setup of the Committee of Inquiry at the
end of January.

Stage 1: Preparation and Context
Since 2013, Germany is ruled by a grand coalition of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU),
the Christian Social Union (CSU) and the Social Democratic Party (SPD). Angela Merkel as
Chancellor since 2005, brought Germany over the financial crisis of 2008 and made important
choices during the still on-going migrant crisis. “Migrant crisis” is here used as an overarching
term covering the immense increase of refugees and immigrants coming to Europe since 2011.
By many, it is seen as the most important political challenge since the financial crisis 45.
Migration to Europe does not only constitute a political challenge, it includes the most
dangerous and fatal migration route in the world, the Mediterranean Sea. In August 2015,
Angela Merkel declared in the famous phrase “Wir schaffen das 46” to open the borders and let
refugees enter Germany without border controls and prior registration. Europe’s migration
laws, known as the Dublin III procedural rules, were already proven inapplicable, which made
Germany the most attractive state for migrants. The public mostly supported the morale
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http://www.cfr.org/refugees-and-the-displaced/europes-migration-crisis/p32874
https://www.bundesregierung.de/Content/DE/Mitschrift/Pressekonferenzen/2015/08/2015-08-31-pkmerkel.html
46
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decision of the Chancellor, although others regarded it the biggest mistake in her
career.(Source)
As in other European countries, right wing parties are on the rise in Germany as well.
Formerly known for their critique on the financial politics of the government, the 2013 founded
party “Alternative für Deutschland – AfD” quickly took up societal issues and made the migrant
crisis and the immigration of people with Islamic background their flagship topic. Scholars
classify the AfD as populist, very conservative, but economic liberal with tendencies to right
and national extremist. They started as a protest party to the established system. In three federal
state elections in May 2016, the AfD was at least the third strongest force, in Sachsen-Anhalt
even the second strongest with 24.3%.47 The anti-political and anti-establishment party with
successful elections heavily threatens the government.
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They aggregate and fuel distrust

against the government “up there”, which can also be seen in right wing movements such as
‘Patriotic Europeans against the Islamisation of the Occident’ (PEGIDA). Pegida distrusts the
establishment and the media, or the so called lying press - “Lügenpresse”. With several
thousand supporters and immense media attention, they constitute a notable voice in public
opinion. This context explains the sensitivity of topics related to refugees and the migrant crisis.
The contradiction between the pro-Merkel and the Contra-Merkel camps created an
environment in which small issues can easily be politicized due to their relatedness with this
topic.
Preparation
Operational planning
There was no overall security concept for NYE. A major reason was that there was no official
organiser for NYE. Thus, the responsibilities were not clear and only decided through personal
conversations and not written on paper. It may explain communicaton problems between the
RAC, the FP and the PP Koeln. There has been plans of evicting the Hohenzollernbruecke,
which connects Deutz with the inner city and the train station. But the instruction needed to
come from the police on NYE, who had no information about the situation on the bridge. 49
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http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/wahlen-2016-die-ergebnisse-der-landtagswahlen-im-ueberblick-a1082093.html
48
See Lewandowsky, 2014, Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) A New Actor in the German Party System,
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, London.
49
http://www1.wdr.de/nachrichten/landespolitik/silvester-untersuchungsausschuss-koeln-102.html
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Management structure
The Part of the preparation of crisis management is the setup of a clear hierarchical order, to
divide responsibilities in case of emergencies or special events. Here, the leading police officer
was not supported by a leading group to help creating a comprehensive picture of the event.
According to news reports was there no communication plan for NYE. (QUELLE)
Furthermore, the rank of the police officer was, according to the police report, not sufficient to
meet the requirements of leading such an operation. The official report of the NRW Ministry
of the Interior states that an officer with a higher rank would have had more experience to
recognize and handle the situation. 50 Leading police officers have a different view, because the
event was handled by the officers with the most experience with this event, as they have also
successfully been responsible for the New Year’s Eve operations the previous years. There is
doubt if a higher rank would have actually contributed to recognizing the crisis earlier. (Source
Hearing CoI 2.06. Police director GE) Besides, the leader of the group of hundreds, was leading
the operation in Cologne for the first time.
Staffing
Police Headquarter Cologne
Out of experiences from the year before, the police management in Cologne requested more
police forces in comparison to the previous years from the State Office for central Police
Services (LZPD), a full group of hundreds (á 114) instead of only one platoon (á 38). Instead
of the requested full group of hundreds with 114 police forces, only two platoons with in total
76 riot police were approved. Statements from the police direction Cologne do not bring about
specific reasons for the disapproval by the LZPD. But according to the Leader of the Group of
Hundreds, without any special situation the amount of police would have been sufficient.
The beginning of duty was for both platoons set to 10 p.m. The disapproved third platoon was
meant to start at 8 p.m. to gain more flexibility, which was then no longer possible. Experiences
from previous years suggested a more intense need of police at a later stage of the evening.
Here, the critical situation started before the riot police started their duty, which made it,
according to the RPL, difficult to secure the situation. The police report regards it critical as
well, because of the lack of flexibility. (page number?) Furthermore, there were 12 operative
police officers for criminal investigations in the field. Due to the high amount of criminal
situations, the police report regards the number of operative police officers critically.

50

MIK Report 10.01
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In the planning, civil police forces of two teams á 3 police with a two-men coordination group
were supposed to do undercover investigation and determination of operational focus for
improving the situation. Due to illness, only one team was used without the coordination group.
In the police stations, the positions for recording reports were filled with 2 police officers, after
3 a.m. on 1st January, two additional officers joined as support. These officers were not capable
of coping with the amount of reports. The understaffing of the police station thus led to longer
waiting periods (up to an hour?), during which some of the people left the police stations before
their matter was registered.
Federal police force (FP)
There were 67 federal police active during NYE in the train station. In the previous year, only
45 have been on duty.51 Usually, a support unit of a nearby federal police station is on-call duty
for special occasions. But due to operations at the southern border to control the migration
crisis, all available police were already on duty on NYE. 52
Ordnungsamt
In support of their normal staff, the Ordnungsamt used the services of an external security
company. Investigations of a local cologne newspaper revealed that the training of the people
who were hired for this specific job was insufficient to meet the standard requirements of the
Ordnungsamt. Only a short period before NYE, the company started looking for part-time staff
for this job and did not do sufficient background checks or training. 53
Police cells and prisoner transportation
In total, 3 prisoner cells where available in the train station. For prisoner transportation,
3 transport cars were on duty. It turned out that due to the high amount of offences, these were
not sufficient. The platoon leader states that they led a suspect leave because of the long waiting
period. Although he calmed down and there was less reason to keep him, it was likely that he
would commit the same crime again.54 For taking the reports and processing the prisoners in a
timely manner, a customized central holding place (Brauchtums-GESA) was setup. Instead of
51

Deutscher Bundestag Drucksache 18/7590, Kleine Anfrage zum Einsatz der Bundespolizei in der
Silvesternacht 2015/2016 in Koeln
52

http://www.ksta.de/koeln/-polizei-silvester-uebergriffe-silvesteruebergriffe-sote-koeln23458442-seite2
53

http://www.ksta.de/koeln/silvesternacht-sicherheitsdienst-suchte-erst-kurzfristig-nachpersonal-23910616
54

Hearing 2nd platoon leader
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a full central holding place for prisoners, in which all criminal charges and eye witness
statements are reported, a customized CHP is used in particular for crime prevention of
suspects. 55

Stakeholders on New Year’s Eve
Figure 7 Map showing responsibilities

Source: Amjahid et al. (2016, June 27). Was geschah wirklich? Zeit Magazin. Retrieved from
http://www.zeit.de/zeit-magazin/2016/27/silvesternacht-koeln-fluechtlingsdebatteaufklaerung
Police Headquarter Cologne (HQ Cologne)
The Police Headquarter Cologne is the local police authority in the area Cologne and
Leverkusen. The police operation on New Year’s Eve was coordinated by the HQ Cologne.
Normally, during an event such as New Year’s Eve with an expectancy of many people,
alcoholic excesses and the use of pyrotechnic, the HQ does not use standard police officers to
ensure the security of the people. Instead, forces of the riot police which act under subordinance of the Ministry of the Interior NRW are used. The riot police is organized in groups

55
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of hundred, each consisting of three platoons á 38 riot police. The platoons are themselves
divided into three groups á 12 riot police, which build sub-groups of 6 riot police.
The

operational

plan

for

the

riot

police

envisaged

protection

measures

(Raumschutzmaßnahmen) and criminal prosecution in the area of the old town, the Rhine
bridges and the outer city rings where the usual “party zone” is. Part of the old town is the area
around the cathedral and the station forecourt, which lies in focus of the event.

Federal police force
The federal police force is the police agency subordinated under the Federal Ministry of the
Interior. Among other tasks, it is responsible for border control and acts as railway police. Thus,
the Federal Police Force was responsible for the area within the central train station in Cologne.
North Rhine-Westphalian State Office for Central Police Services (LZPD)
The SOCPS is the overarching State Office which among other tasks, is responsible for the
coordination of the riot police and the communication between the local police authorities. The
coordination of the riot police refers especially to the preparation of operations. The local police
authorities request riot police from the SOCPS which then decides which areas require how
many police. The communication is ensured through a 24/7 national control center, in which
all WE-messages from all police authorities in NRW are received and processed. The most
relevant and important WE-messages are concluded into a Daily Situational Summary of the
State (Taegliches Landeslagebild).
Ordnungsamt Regulatory Agency Cologne
The Regulatory Agency Cologne is a municipal body. Besides administrative police work, its
main competence is the prosecution of administrative offences. On NYE they were responsible
for securing the Hohenzollernbrücke, which connects the Old Town with the part of Cologne
at the other Rhine waterfront (Deutz). It is the main train traffic point for the central train station.
Next to the train lines are popular public walking ways which are highly trafficked during
special events such as NYE.
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Stage 2: New Year’s Eve
Overview
In the night of New Year’s Eve 2015, an abnormal number of sexual crimes, theft and robbery
were committed on the central train station forecourt and in the central train station in Cologne.
The victims were almost solely women. The situation was described by police forces of the
local and federal police and from other eye witnesses as temporarily chaotic. At times, over
1000 people gathered at and around the station forecourt. The majority was male and between
15 and 35 years old. From their outer appearance, it seemed that they stem from the NorthAfrican and Arabian area. Most of them were severely under the influence of alcohol and were
described by the police officers as aggressive and completely uninhibited. Fireworks were
Date
01.01.2016
04.01.2016
29.06.2016 Last stand

Number of total
(victims) known
15
60
1182 (1276)

delicts Number of sexual offences
known
11
15
497 (648)

183 suspects, out of which 55
Marrocans, 53 Algerian, 22
Iraqi, 14 Syrian, 14 German
73 are asylum seekers, 36
illegal, 11 residency permits,
rest unclear
purposely fired into groups of people and police forces. Within the crowd of people, sub-groups
of different size were formed. These groups massively sexually harassed women and robbed
them.
Figure 8 Total Delicts and Number of Victims

Course of operation of riot police
The security of the station forecourt, where most of the sexual harassments took place, was
under responsibility of the riot police. Between 23:35 and 0:15 the riot police evicted the station
forecourt. In this area and between 11 p.m. and 1 a.m. did the most thefts and sexual assaults
happen (Die Welt) . Thus, a special emphasis is to shed light on the course of the riot police
operation and their decision making.

Time
Before the Eviction

What happened?
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31.12.2015
9:00 p.m.

10:00

10:15
10:45

The Eviction
11:15
11:35
11:56
01.01.2016
0:05 a.m.
0:15
0:30
After the eviction
0.33
0:45
1:00
1:15
2:30

The police leader detects on his way to the
operational police meeting a group between
400 and 500 men on the station forecourt.
uninhibited, and under the influence of
alcohol, men on the
Beginning of duty for riot police
Briefing, knowledge about situation on
forecourt through police leader’s own
knowledge
Riot police groups spread out to duty areas
Riot police leader enters station forecourt,
sees several thousand people on the
forecourt, inhibited and under immense
influence of alcohol “Schlag getroffen”
Use of Pyrotechnic to shoot at people, men
do not react to warnings by the police
Decision to evict the station forecourt
Beginning of eviction
Stop of train service
Partly opening of train station doors
Eviction finished
Access to station forecourt possible
Platoon leader: Uncountable number of
sexual assaults
Information of bigger number of theft
through reports of victims in a nearby police
station
Re-gathering from groups NAFRI on station
forecourt, increasing number of theft and
sexual assaults, many single events
Restart train service
Situation calms down

Before the Eviction
At the beginning of their duty, the riot police leader had a meeting with the police leader. On
the way to the police station at 9 p.m. he observed a situation on the station forecourt. According
to his perception, 400 to 500 “refugees” were on the station forecourt, already under massive
influence of alcohol or other drugs and using pyrotechnic in an inappropriate way. It should be
further observed by the riot police. The riot police leader arrived at 22:45 as one of the first
police the station forecourt. He describes the situation as a shock, because it is hard to find the
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appropriate words. Around the cathedral and the station forecourt were a lot of people, in the
majority young men between 17 and 35 years old with an Arabic and North-African appearance.
The police report estimates the number of people of over 1000, the riot police leader’s estimate
is at 1500 whereas the federal police talked about 3000-4000 people56. Besides the immense
sound level, legal and illegal pyrotechnic was fired upon and into other groups of people. The
once being fired at did not take this as an offense, but celebrated every explosion and shot back
instead. The riot police leader personally addressed on of the young men to make him clear how
dangerous his behaviour is, but he did neither receive understanding nor compliance. The
federal police officer within the station declared a similar situation, which made it clear that
something had to be done to ensure the safety of the people, especially under consideration that
at midnight, the situation might further escalate. Two options to react to the situation were
possible. The first was to actively engage with every dangerous act happening on the forecourt.
It includes crashing the larger groups of people, to arrest offenders when necessary and to
impede the use of fireworks. The RPL named to main reasons why this option was not taken.
First, it would have meant that the police only acts to already finished actions instead of
preventing a further escalation of the situation. Second, such actions would have required more
rigid and aggressive behaviour of the police in order to make their actions have impact. It could
have backfired in terms of more aggressive people and probable fights. Thus, option 1 was not
considered expedient.
The second option was to evict the station forecourt. This was problematic because
many people were situated on the stairs leading from the station forecourt to the cathedral plate.
An eviction from the upper to the lower level has the danger of people falling down etc. Still,
the eviction seemed a more reasonable approach than the first. It put the police in an Actingrole rather than Reacting, it would probably contain the dangerous use of pyrotechnic and break
up the large group of people. Thus, the RPL in coordination with the police leader and the
federal police decided at 11.15 p.m. to evict the station forecourt. In order to stop more people
to enter the station forecourt, the Federal Police was supposed to block the doors of the central
station. The riot police gathered also the police who were still operating in other areas at the
forecourt and setup a car with a loudspeaker system to make it usable during the eviction.
The Eviction
At 11.35 p.m., the eviction started. The crowd was send, if necessary with use of light force
such as pushing, off the stairs and then into the Domprobstketzerstrasse (see Figure 7). The first
56
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part off the stairs went unproblematic, until the crowd suddenly stopped. Some people were just
not willing to further move on. Moreover, the masses did not walk into the proposed street, but
went instead straight into a dead end. Pushing the crowd out of this dead end to the intended
street took more effort and time. Shortly after midnight, at which point the eviction was still
going on, was the federal police forced to re-open the train station doors due to increasing
pressure by the people inside. Hence, the station forecourt filled up again, although to a smaller
degree and with a less aggressive crowd. Video recordings of the doors of the station also show
that, contrary to the plan, one door was still open during the eviction through which people were
able to enter the forecourt. This increased the difficulty of a successful eviction. Overall, the
RPL stated that the eviction proceeded, under the perception during and afterwards, quite well.
His perception was that the danger was over. Although it went slower after the crowd went into
the dead end, there were no massive protests or active violence against the police. At 00.15
a.m., the eviction was finished, and at 00.30 a.m. the forecourt was given free again for the
public.
After the eviction
Shortly after the eviction at 0.33 a.m., one platoon leader reported that he had knowledge of an
“uncountable” number of sexual assaults. In detail, he knew of one case involving five young
women who he had to pull out of a group of men and take care of them. His assessment of the
number of sexual assaults was derived from this case and the information he got at 0:45 a.m.
from the police station that an increasing number of theft and sexual assaults are reported.
Through this combination and due to former experiences of the police, the situation was
explained as theft with sexual assaults as distraction. Thus, all police was sensitized to focus on
these delicts. Furthermore, passers-by were informed to take care of their belongings.
At 1.00 a.m., the situation again intensified itself. Again, larger groups of young men with
North-African and Arabic appearance gathered on the station forecourt. Many single offences
were committed, with an increased number of theft, pickpocketing and sexual assaults. Still,
some police forces were shifted to the outer areas of Cologne, because the situation there
required attention as well. At 02:30 a.m. the situation calmed down again. Until the end of the
operation, no important situations occurred anymore.
Consequences of the Eviction
Due to the eviction, the situation in the train station and on the Hohenzollernbruecke worsened.
Many people arrived at the train station at this time or wanted to be on the Hohenzollernbruecke.
Thus, the pressure within the crowd increased, and people fled on the train lines to escape the
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masses. In consequence did the Federal Police stop the train traffic for an hour (TIME). Many
offences occurred during this time on the Bridge and in the Station.
Support
The police leaders unanimously stated that support would have been good, but that it was not
feasible. The SOCPS asked, when informed about the planned eviction, if support was
necessary. The RPL denied the offer. The police report points out four options of support forces.
First, the on-call duty group of hundreds of the riot police. Second, immediate support forces
of local police stations (Sofortverstaerkungskraefte). Third, police forces of regional on-call
duty reserves. Fourth, support would have been possible be pro-longing the duty of another
group of hundred, which was on duty during a demonstration nearby. The first option was
disregarded due to the amount of time it would have taken the group of hundred to arrive in
Cologne. The time when they would have been usable was estimated to be around 2-3 hours57.
Hence, as immediate action needed to be taken, the support would not have been of help. The
second option was disregarded because patrol police differ from riot police. They don’t have
the proper equipment and not the same standard of special training for such an operation.
Unexperienced and not trained police has the danger of overload the capabilities of these
people. For the third option, no reason is known. Regarding the fourth option, the mentioned
group of hundred were already out of duty at 8:00 p.m., which made it impossible for the RPL
to extend their duty. Still, the MIK report assesses the decision not to call for support as a
grave mistake.
Communication
The information flow between the different police and regulatory officers was insufficient. The
accumulation of information was not giving a complete and comprehensive picture of the
situation, thus decisions were made on a flawed overview. When the federal police had to stop
train services due to people walking on the rails, the Hohenzollernbrücke should have been
evicted as well. But the RAC was not informed about the situation in the train station or on the
station forecourt. Besides, the police should have given them the instruction for eviction. This
was discussed in the preparation meeting on the 9th of December58. The communication
channels between police, federal police and RAC were insufficient, because only direct
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communication between the police and the RAC was possible. When the federal police tried to
contact the RAC to inform them about the situation, it was just not possible.59

Stage 3: Mixed Responses
The initial response was mostly focussed on the internal communication and the setup of an
investigation team. To the public, only a press statement on 2nd January was given which
informed them about some troubles which the initial statement on 1st January did not reveal.
Instead, local newspapers reported that the situation might have been much worse than
suggested by the police. Nationwide news did not pick up the story yet, the interest was on
terrorism warnings in Munich and other stories.

Date

Internal
Communication

Press
Statements

Local
National
Newspapers Newspapers

01.01

Three WE
messages “Rape,
theft by group of
foreign men”

“Peaceful
and Joyful
Celebration”

Report about
sexual
assaults

“Formation
of an
investigation
group for
NYE”

‘30-40
women
reported to
the police’,
‘men with
North
African
appearance’
‘more than
100 suspects
and over 35
female
victims’

02.01

03.01

WE message
“Arrest of five
suspects”

“Arrest of
five men,
suspects of
NYE
offences”

Dpa ticker –
press
statement

Social
networks
Few reports
in
Facebook
group NettWerk

Dpa ticker –
press
statement

Investigation Team
During the morning of the 01.01.16, it became clear to the police due to a rising amount of
reports about sexual assaults and thefts that New Year’s Eve was not as peaceful as it seemed.
Thus, an investigation team for the event was set up to explore the actual dimension of what
happened and to find and prosecute offenders.
Press and Public Affairs
On the morning of the 1st of January at 8.57 a.m., the police gave out a press statement talking
about a mostly peaceful celebration with no huge difference to the events in previous years.
59
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The station forecourt had to been cleared to prevent mass panic, but the situation was handled
adequately because the police was situated at neuralgic areas with proper presence.60 At the 2nd
of January, the police gave out another press statement about the formation of an investigation
team to inspect several sexual assault and theft cases occurred during NYE, which was set up
the day before. The statement explains that around 30 cases were reported, in which the
offenders were described by eye witnesses as having a North-African appearance. Moreover,
the focus of their crimes was on stealing, not foremost on sexual assaulting. The police asks
other possible victims to also report to the police, and asks for hints.

61

On the 3rd of January,

another press statement reports the arrest of five men who assaulted women at this very day and
were suspected to be involved in the New Year’s Eve offences.62 Inofficial statements of police
officers also exist. An investigator told a local newspaper on the 2nd of January that the suspects
are well-known to the police and that refugees have nothing to do with it. 63
Internal Communication
The internal communication of the local police with the NRW state office for central police
services and the ministry of the Interior NRW works through WE-Messages. WE is the
abbreviation for Wichtiges Ereignis – Important event. Who receives the message depends on
the importance of the event. On 1st of January, three messages related to NYE were send, two
of which were also forwarded to the Minister of the Interior NRW. Another message was send
on the 3rd of January, dealing with the arrest of five crime suspects by the federal police.
The first WE message dealt with the eviction of the station forecourt. The second WE
message is about rape, insult on sexual basis, thefts and robberies committed by a larger group
of foreigners. In this message, a larger amount of sexual assaults and theft as well as the foreign
background of the perpetrators is clearly communicated. The third WE message of the 01.01.16
is an extension of the second message. Nonetheless was there no hint to the dimension of the
situation in the WE messages.
Press and Public
In general, the interest of the press on this matter was low.64 The focus of the news was on terror
warnings in Munich in the early evening of NYE. Only local newspapers received and
published information about sexually assaulted women. The Kölnische Rundschau, the Koelner
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Insert Press statement 01.01.16
Insert Press Statement
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Insert press Statement
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See Vorlage 16/3642 MIK, p.3 Bericht 18.01
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Stadtanzeiger and the Express reported in the evening of the 1st January that several women
were sexually assaulted and robbed by a bigger group of men during New Year’s Eve. The
cases were confirmed by the police, but not undermined with additional details. The police
press statement of the 2nd January was included on a very low priority level by the news agency
dpa in their ticker, which is widely received by daily newspaper in Germany. Thus, the first
articles appeared in national newspaper65, but with no strong public reaction. The press
statement of the 3rd of January was again published via a short message in the dpa ticker in
national newspapers.

Stage 4: Damage Control and Blame Games
On the afternoon of the 4th of January, the police president Cologne and the Mayor of Cologne
held a press conference admitting that on NYE, a situation occurred where a lot of women were
sexually harassed and robbed around the central train station under the eyes of the police. It was
not before this point that national newspaper took up the story and wrote first reports about it.
It soon became the most debated issue in Germany. The police president called the event
“criminal offences of a completely new dimension”(Source). Although the criminal offence
were men ‘dance’ around their victim to distract and then rob them was already well known to
the police, the extent and the group processes are new.
On the 5th of January, after a crisis meeting of the mayor, the federal police and the
police, another press conference was held. Besides a list of measures taken to re-gain public
trust in the police, such as enforced presence of the police around the train station and plans for
the upcoming festivity “Karneval”, the background of the perpetrators was an important issue.
Although the police described the crowd as mostly 18 to 35 year old men with North-African
or Arabian appearance, the Mayor distinctively stated that there were no hints whether the
offenders are refugees.

66

Moreover, the Mayor stated on request how women can protect

themselves in these situations. “There’s always the possibility of keeping a certain distance of
more than an arm’s length – that is to make sure yourself you don’t look to be too close to
people who are not known to you and whom you don’t have a trusting relationship”. Soon, a
shitstorm under the hashtag #einearmlaenge started in social media. 67
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Date
04.01.2016
05.01.2016

Politics
Press Conference: About
NYE
Crisis meeting Local Police,
Federal Police, Municipality
Press Conference: Measures
to take

06.01.2016

Media and Public
National Newspapers begin
to report
National and international
news begin to report,
Shitstorm in social media
starts, #einearmlaenge

National politics react and
give statements
Three suspects are identified
68

08.01.2016

Police President interim
retirement69
First press statement of
01.01. is rectified 70

Reactions on federal state level
On 5th of January, the ministerial president NRW gave a statement to the local newspapers in
Cologne in which she condemned the assaults and explained that the police and justice
departments will rigorously investigate.

71

According to her, she had no knowledge about the

event before the 4th of January (source). Still, her public appearance was reserved, hence her
image as a caring leader was damaged. 72
The Minister of the Interior NRW, who is politically responsible for the performance of the
police, defended the police against attacks from national politics. He regards flaws in the
operation during NYE not only as mistakes from the local police, but from the federal police as
well, which is under the responsibility of the national Ministry of the Interior. 73 The leader of
the police union defended the police actions as well. He states that under the circumstances,
with the amount of police available, there have been no other options than the ones taken by
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the police operation leader. 74 The chairman of the NRW Christ Democratic Union blames the
police for not protecting women against the sexual assaults. He also sees a connection to former
events where the police was not ready to cope with the situation and lost control for a short
time, namely the HoGeSa demonstrations in 2015. He criticizes the federal state government
(Social Democrats and Greens) for their general dislike of public surveillance and massive
police presence on public spaces. 75
Reactions on national level
The reaction of national politics began on the 5th of January. All top politicians gave statements
about the situation in Cologne. Merkel herself called the Mayor in Cologne to let her be
informed about the situation (Source), and later stated that she expects a “hard reaction of the
constitutional state”76. This includes not only a strict investigation of the event, but also a reassessment of the deportation procedures in Germany, which may need to be tightened. 77 The
National Minister of the Interior criticized the police in Cologne heavily. In an interview in the
national news (Tagesthemen), he called for quick clarification, also with regard to the ethnic
background of the offenders. 78 Important for both of them was not to build a general suspicion
against refugees.
Connecting to their usual reaction to media releases (“Lügenpresse”), the AfD accused
the media of holding back information and purposefully not informing the public about what
happened and who is responsible. The national chairwoman of the AfD stated that through such
events the state of law is at the end. She sees Cologne as the logical consequence of the Asylumand Migration policies. The chairman of the fraction of the AfD in Thuringia regards NYE in
Cologne as a pre-taste of the coming cultural and civilatory decay. 79 Furthermore, members of
the Cristian Social Union criticized the media as well. The General Secretary of the CSU said
that social cohesion should not be endangered by cautious news reports. People, who are
worried about the societal development criticize that the published opinion does not reflect the

74

http://www.spiegel.de/panorama/justiz/koeln-polizeigewerkschaft-befuerchtet-keine-verurteilungen-nachuebergriffen-a-1070661.html
75
http://www.noz.de/deutschland-welt/politik/artikel/655102/tauschung-nrw-cdu-greift-kolner-polizeispitzescharf-an
76

http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/koeln-angela-merkel-verlangt-harte-antwort-des-rechtsstaats-a-1070609.html

77

http://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/sexuelle-uebergriffe-an-silvester-koelner-ereignisse-zeigen-bei-kanzlerinwirkung-1.2808523
78
http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/koeln-innenminister-thomas-de-maiziere-kritisiert-koelner-polizeia-1070651.html
79
http://www.handelsblatt.com/politik/deutschland/silvester-nacht-in-koeln-afd-vergleicht-uebergriffe-mitrechtlosen-zustaenden-zum-kriegsende/12790994-5.html

79

reality. 80 The Federal Minister of Justice calls the event in Cologne a “rupture in civilization Zivilisationsbruch”. He received lots of critique because it is a word used for the singularity of
the systematic murder of the Jews in the WW II. 81
Reactions from the press
Shortly after the press conference on the 4th of January, national newspapers took up the story
and first reported about NYE. Not all media already recognized the extent of the event. The
ZDF as the second major public television agency in Germany did not include Cologne in their
20:00 news. The next day, the chief editor apologized, calling it a misjudgement.

82

The press

themselves accused the police of holding back information.83 Heavily debated was whether the
background of the perpetrators or, at this point still suspects, should be mentioned in the news
reports. Many newspapers only reluctantly mentioned the North-African and Arabian
appearance of the crowd in front of the central train station. Although the police president in
Cologne made statements on the background of the suspects on the press conference on the 4th
of January, it was not seen by all news as an important and reliable fact to mention. The press
codex of the German Press Council states that the affiliation of a suspect or offender to
religious, ethnic or other minorities should only be mentioned, if it is necessary for the reported
event. 84 As this requires careful balancing, there were different outcomes.85
Reactions from the public
A major issue in the public opinion was the allegation that the police as well as the media tried
to hold back information about the background of the offenders. Allegations came up that the
media and the police tried to cover up the story in the days following NYE, although the event
was already discussed in social media. For that, no proves are to be found. Before the press
conference, only very few pages mentioned the topic. Additional background information was
not available in the social networks, the comments were based on the reports of the local
newspaper.

86

The NRW State Office of Criminal Investigation (LKA) had built a task force

against internet criminality at the end of 2015. They observe the social networks and investigate
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criminal offences if possible. A leading LKA officer reported that since New Year’s Eve, a
“Hype” of inflammatory postings was observable which already led to a double-digit number
of criminal offences. 87
International reactions
In Europe and the United States, many major news agencies reported about Cologne. In Great
Britain, in Switzerland, the Netherlands, Austria the reports mainly focused on the critique on
the police, the #einearmlaenge and gave a rather detailed description of what was known about
the event.88 The US media was more focused on discussing the reasons and consequences for
the migrant crisis debate and how the German public and politics would react to it. 89 Not only
the news, also politicians referred to Cologne as a result of the open-border policy in Germany.
Quicker than the debate in Germany, the Americans made the link between Cologne and the
migrant crisis. 90

Stage 5: Political Consequences
Date
08.01.2016

Politics
Press conference Ministry of the
Interior NRW, Mayor Cologne91

09.01.2016

11.01.2016
13.01.2016
14.01.2016

Media and Public

Pegida-Demonstration in Cologne
with Hooligans, break up by the
police du to violence92
Feminist demonstrations against
violence vs women
Special Meeting Committee of Internal
Affairs NRW93
Bundestag special meeting, committee
of internal affairs
NRW special parliamentary meeting
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