
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FEIERTAG 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

OCTOBER 3- DAY OF GERMAN UNITY 

GERMAN REUNIFICATION: WORDS YOU NEED TO KNOW 

Word of the Week: Zwangsumtausch 

The West German Mark was worth more 
than the East German Mark. West Germans wait to cross the border to East 

Germany on Christmas Eve in 1989. The Zwangsumtausch 
was waived that year during the holidays. 

With the 25th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall around the corner, you might hear a lot about the 
Zwangsumtausch and the difficulties of having two currencies in a divided Germany. Check out our 

Reunification Dictionary to learn more words related to the wall! 

No one likes to be forced to de;> anything, especially when it comes to spending money. But in 1964, the 
East German government began a policy known colloquially as the Zwangsumtausch ("forceful 
exchange of money"). In other words, a mandatory exchange of currency. 

In German, zwingen means "to force" and Umtausch means the exchange of money. The 
Zwangsumtausch forced visitors of the GOR to exchange a minimum amount of money for each day 
that they spent in the GOR. Early on, visitors from the West were required to exchange at least 5 West 
German Marks (OM) into 5 East German Marks (M) for each day they were in the east. This amount 
varied over the years, and was raised to 25 OM in 1980. The West German currency, however, had a 
much higher value; on the black market, one could usually buy 5 M for every OM ( exchange rates varied 
from 1 :3 to 1 :8). The 1 :1 Zwangsumtausch therefore benefitted the GOR financially, since the East 

German state was always in need of hard currency reserves. 

Visitors from the west often found it difficult to spend the money they were forced to exchange - there 
was little to buy in East Germany, especially if they were simply visiting relatives on the other side of the 
border. At the end of their visit, they were unable to exchange their East German currency back into 
West German currency. The GOR also prohibited the export of their currency. As a result, visitors with 
leftover Marks were forced to deposit their money at an East German bank for future use if they returned 

to East Germany. 


