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Interview:  How reliable are population forecasts? –  

„Berlin grows rapidly until 2030? - Reading coffee grounds!“ 

 

According to the latest forecast, Germany's capital will grow by about as many 

people by 2030 as Duisburg has inhabitants. The senate has already announced 

measures. But population expert Harald Michel warns against jumping to conclu-

sions. For him, only one thing is certain: Berlin will have a massive problem with the 

elderly. 
 

Dr. Michel, Berlin's Senator for Urban Development Andreas Geisel (SPD) has just 

stated that the expected increase of 250,000 people will not only be reached in 2030, 

but already in 2019. After that, the same number of newcomers is expected. This 

means a total of almost half a million - that would be slightly more than Duis-burg 

has inhabitants. Now construction is to be faster and higher, a special pro-gram for 

the growing city is being initiated. But how reliable are such forecasts? 

 
 
It is just as reliable as the forecast made ten years ago that there would be no growth 

...(laughs). The uncertainties in such predictions are indeed very great.. 
 

Some of the Berlin immigrants are young people who move to Berlin to study or simply 

because they want to live here. But that's not the great masses. A second part, and this 

must not be ignored, are asylum seekers, who Berlin accepts like all other federal states. 

Their numbers have been adding up over the years. 
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But how do you know that this will 

continue for the next 15 years? 

 

You don't know that at all! It is therefore at 

least questionable to rely entirely on these 

figures and to lose sight of other processes, 

as Senator Geisel has now done. He said that 

in Berlin he no longer has to focus so much 

on the ageing processes but on growth. This 

is a disastrous statement in my eyes. I hope 

he didn't mean it the way he said it. 

 

Because I can show a completely different 

prognosis, namely that in about 15 years, in 

2030, we will have twice as many people 

over 65 and three times as many people over 

85. We are getting a massive, alarming 

increase in the number of elderly Berliners 

and those in need of care. This is a very 

definite development, not a forecast, 

because all these people already live in 

Berlin and will not move away.  

It would be a sham to concentrate only on 

growth and young people. Maybe these 

people are only temporarily in town. We don't 

know. 

 

So Berlin is not growing as fast as expected after all? 

 

I think a third of the increase is due to asylum seekers. But all we know is that the 

number of asylum seekers will continue to rise this year and probably in 2016. What 

happens then is completely open. I venture to doubt that these are reliable figures for 

planning purpo-ses. I would not base the housing market on these figures. It is much 

more reliable to look at the demand for housing in Berlin. The real estate companies 

know much more than the Senate. 

 

But is the development on the housing market predictable in the long term? 

 

In the long run, we're all dead. That's the only reliable long-term prognosis. 

 

If immigration is so difficult to predict - are there more reliable factors for 

population development? 

 

Yes, there is: the structure of the population, namely the structure of the existing 

population. Anyone who is 65 years old today will be 80 in 15 years' time, and there is a 

30 or 40 percent probability that they will need care. People are already living with us, 

we can do that. we're going to have to figure out that in 15 years, maybe 10 years from 

now. will have a nursing shortage in most of the eastern German federal states, because 
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Geisel wants to have higher buil-

dings built in the future. 

 

Berlin is growing much faster 

than expected 

 
250,000 new citizens in Berlin by 

the year 2030 - that was the Fore-

cast so far. But according to the 

new figures, which city development 

senator Geisel named on Monday, 

twice as many people will probably 

come to the capital by then. The 

politician also already has a plan 

how to accommodate the many 

newcomers. 



we will have I can't take care of people anymore. The elderly are the much bigger 

problem for Berlin. 

 

 

Younger people will not be the big problem group in the coming years. They are an 

opportunity - if they stay here at all, they need jobs to do so. 

 

As a matter of principle, I always advise caution with population projections, especially 

against a one-sided orientation. There are always waves: First everything shrinks, then 

suddenly everything grows. But population development doesn't work that easily. 

 

 

How do we actually know that Berlin remains attractive, especially for young 

people? Perhaps, on the contrary, there will be more older people who want or 

need to leave the dying villages? 

 

There has been experience for many decades: it is known that 80 percent of immigrants 

are under 50 years old. 

 

But you are right: basically we do not know which people come to us. They can be 

educated or socially precarious. Already today there is no information about this at all. 

We do not record qualifications or education among immigrants. You can claim that the 

immigrants are all nuclear physicists or that they all go directly to social welfare. Neither 

of these can be proven, because they are not recorded. So you cannot plan with such 

information. 

 

                                                       How realistic is the expectation that the Berlin  

      suburbs will grow? 

 

      That's a pretty good guess. People who have moved  

      out of Berlin into the residential parks in the   

      surrounding area in the course of suburbanisation are 

      getting older. After 20 years they are over 60, the   

      children are out of the house, they themselves retire.  

      Then they leave their residential parks and move back 

      to the city. Incidentally, this is also one of the reasons 

      for Berlin's growth, which we are currently observing: 

      returnees from the residential parks and estates  

      around Berlin. This will increase in the coming years. 

 

 

So the fat belt is shrinking again? But it could still be that new, younger people are 

moving into the surrounding area. 

 

Those are rather few. It's a question of money. There are newcomers to Berlin from all 

over Germany, especially from East Germany, and hopefully they will do so. But some 

predictions assume that by 2020 there will be an oversupply of housing in the Berlin area. 

Anyone who wants to go to Berlin is not moving to Bernau or Strausberg. But this is an-

other "if-then".-.story that cannot be predicted.  
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In the 1990s there was already a forecast that Berlin 

would grow massively. Back then, it was expected 

that the city would soon have five million inhabitants. 

This prediction failed brilliantly, and currently about 

3.5 million people live in Berlin. What can you learn 

from this?    
                  Single family idyll in the Berlin area 

 

Peter Strieder, then Senator for Urban Development, even wanted to have eight million 

inhabitants (laughs). What you can learn from this is that you have to be more careful with 

your statements. A basic rule is that no development that we are currently observing con-

tinues linearly as it is. Increases are not always rising, and declining numbers are not al-

ways falling. There are always fractions. One must be prepared for everything. 

 

What do such forecasts achieve? 

 

Some have a self-fulfillment effect: I predict something, and then it happens. But with 

population growth, that doesn't apply. The population doesn't care whether we think the 

prognosis is bad or not - they do what they want. It is even insensitive to population po-

licy, which cannot achieve much either. Politicians overestimate themselves immeasur-

ably in their ability to influence things. 

 

But urban planning has to adapt to what will happen in the future on some basis - do 

we need more or fewer school places, hospitals, civil servants or police officers, for 

example? What kind of planning makes sense? 

 

On the one hand I feel sorry for the city planners (laughs). On the other hand, they can 

rely on safe predictions. 

 

One example: Ten years ago, our institute conducted a study on Berlin-Pankow. The sub-

ject was older people. But we found that the district of Prenzlauer Berg had a massive 

influx of young people with children at the time. We then added an appendix to the study, 

free of charge by the way, and pointed out that - if nothing unusual happens - in six to 

seven years they will have a huge increase in the number of primary school pupils there 

and that school enrolment will go through the roof. Unfortunately, no one has taken note 

of this and has even closed primary schools. Five Years later, people were amazed that 

new schools had to be built. 

 

It doesn't have to be that way. Short-term developments over five or ten years are easy to 

predict. Everything else is coffee grounds reading. 

 

Mr. Michel, thank you very much for the interview. 

 
The interview was conducted by Andrea Marshall 

Status as at 08.07.2015 


