
CHAPTER 3 - History

LET’S EXPLORE MODERN GERMANY

HANDOUT3.5 F

EAST GERMAN TRABANTS HEADING FOR EXTINCTION

Der Spiegel  29 July 2010

By ERIC KELSEY

HANDOUT 3.5 F - “ENDANGERED SPECIES” ARTICLE 

The beloved Trabant, a trademark of communist 
East Germany, is dying out fast. The number rattling 
around on German roads has dwindled to 35,000 
from close to one million shortly after reunifi cation. 
Last year’s cash-for-clunkers program appears to 
have persuaded many owners to ditch their brand 
loyalty.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall two decades ago, East 
Germans had had enough. Even as Trabants were 
hard to come by in communist times, once Germany 
reunifi ed, everyone wanted a Western car.

Not long later, though, the little plastic car with its 
fume-belching two-stroke engine became the pre-
mier cult item for hard-core auto enthusiasts -- and 
for those who had succumbed to Ostalgie, dubious 
nostalgia for life in communist East Germany when 
“Trabis” provided a limited source of freedom and 
people had to wait 10 years for delivery.

These days, though, Trabis are slowly sliding toward 
extinction, with the number registered in Germany 
rapidly dwindling.

Much of that, of course, is due to natural selection. 
The vehicles are made of Duroplast -- a mixture of 
resin powder and cotton -- and are literally falling 
apart. In addition, however, many owners ditched 
their brand loyalty last year when the German gov-
ernment offered a 2,500 vehicle scrapping bonus to 
persuade people to buy new cars to boost the fl ag-
ging economy.

Merely 35,000 Trabis are still registered with the 
German Federal Offi ce of Motor Vehicles (KBA), a de-
crease of more than 95 percent from 1993, as far back 
as the KBA has statistics.

“Naturally, the cars are just too old,” KBA spokesman 
Stephan Elsner told SPIEGEL ONLINE. The plant in 
the eastern town of Zwickau that produced the fi rst 
Trabi in 1957 rolled the fi nal one off its assembly line 
in 1991, shortly after reunifi cation.

‘It’s Only a Hobby Today’

“The number of Trabis on the road is constantly go-
ing down,” Uwe Tautz, who restores old Trabants at 
his garage in the eastern Berlin district of Marzahn-
Hellersdorf, told SPIEGEL ONLINE. “It’s only a hobby 
today.”

Still, if you ask around, the number of those intent 
on keeping their plastic rattle-traps hasn’t fallen. 
“Our customer base has remained constant over the 
years,” Andreas Trull, a mechanic at the Trabant Oa-
sis, a garage in the town of Hoppegarten near Berlin, 
told SPIEGEL ONLINE. “The reason some don’t drive 
them anymore is because of low-emission environ-
mental zones some cities have introduced.”

But the cars remain a feature on the streets of the Ger-
man capital, at least the eastern part of it, and Ber-
lin offi cials are well aware that the cars are a tourist 
attraction. In 2009, the city declared that the Trabant 
had become a world-famous trademark for East Ger-
many and decided to protect the endangered spe-
cies by relaxed emissions standards for Trabis.

The cars have also lived on in a number of jokes 
about the vehicles. 

Trabi Safari, a company that rents Trabis by the hour 
in Berlin, Dresden and Potsdam, gets their spare 
parts from a factory in Hungary that still manufac-
tures components. All told, roughly three million Tra-
bis were produced and many of them found homes 
across the Eastern bloc.

‘Many Go Kaput’

Trabi Safari’s armada currently totals more than 90 of 
the subcompacts, nearly all of which are registered in 
Berlin. That’s roughly 10 percent of the capital’s total 
Trabi count. “We get them mostly from private own-
ers, and still many go kaput,” Michaela Drepte, an as-
sistant at the rental company, told SPIEGEL ONLINE. 
The company, however, has to add a special part to 
all their Trabis to comply with Berlin’s emission stan-
dards.

Despite their growing rarity, however, Trabants 
are still relatively cheap to come by. A mere 1,000 
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($1,300) is enough according to prices in online clas-
sifi eds, the easiest place to fi nd Trabis according to 
Tautz.

Soon, though, there might even be some new ones 
available. IndiKar, a car manufacturer based outside 
of Zwickau, is hoping to give the Trabi new life. The 
company unveiled plans last year to make an electric-
engine car in the Trabi style. IndiKar hopes car will 
hit roads in 2012 and cost around 25,000 ($32,500).

Sou rce:

Kelsey, E. (2010, July 29). Endangered Species: East 
German Trabants Heading for Extinction. Spiegel On-
line. Retrieved July 2011 from http://www.spiegel.de/
international/zeitgeist/0,1518,708896,00.html

From Spiegel Online, July 29, 2010 © 2010 Spiegel 
Online. All rights reserved. Used by permission and 
protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. 
The printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmis-
sion of this Content without express written permis-
sion in prohibited.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (Euroscale Coated v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition (Typografik-Offset 4c und Sonderfarben)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /DEU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


