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Abstract 

This report presents the results of the scientific preliminary study "Forced Labor of 

Political Prisoners in Prisons of the GDR". The study was funded by the Minister of State 

for Culture and the Media, Claudia Roth (BKM). It was initiated and scientifically 

accompanied by the Union of Victims' Associations of Communist Tyranny (UOKG). The 

preliminary study was carried out by Professor Jörg Baberowski, Humboldt University of 

Berlin, Chair for History of Eastern Europe. The authors are Dr. Markus Mirschel and 

Samuel Kunze. 

The report uses four examples to show that supply chains for individual products co-

produced by political prisoners can be traced from the manufacturing facilities in the 

GDR through several intermediate instances to West German end customers or sellers. 

It describes (1.) the path of women's tights produced by VEB Strumpfkombinat Esda 

Thalheim in the GDR from the Hoheneck Prison to bulk buyers such as ALDI Nord in the 

Federal Republic. (2.) the supply chain of electric motors produced by VEB 

Elektromotorenwerk (ELMO) Grünhain in the prisons of Hoheneck, Torgau, Waldheim, 

Luckau and Brandenburg, among others, up to the West German company Josef 

Scheppach Maschinenfabrik GmbH & Co. in Ichenhausen. (3.) the path of the Praktica 

cameras from VEB Pentacon with its production department in the Cottbus Prison up to 

West German mail-order houses such as Quelle and Otto. (4.) the supply chain of audio 

cassettes manufactured by VEB Magnetbandfabrik Dessau in the Dessau Prison to the 

company Magna. 

With regard to the health consequences of forced labor, the final report shows probable 

links between the specific working conditions in four factories where political prisoners 

were forced to work and the long-term health complaints reported by those affected. 

The effects of high mercury exposure are traced for the chlorine plants of the Bitterfeld 

Chemical Combine, and the long-term consequences of exposure to chromium VI 

compounds are traced for the electroplating department of VEB Metallwaren Naumburg 

(MeWa) in the Naumburg Prison. In addition, the preliminary study proves possible 

connections between the working conditions in the tailoring department of the 

Hoheneck Prison and chronic musculoskeletal disorders of the affected workers. For the 

work area of the VEB Sprelawerke Spremberg in the Cottbus Prison, initial insights into 

the health consequences of the prison work are presented. 
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1 Introduction 

Note on the use of language 

To begin with, a note on the use of language is necessary. Some researchers 

dealing with the national socialism have pointed out that the term “forced labor” 

during the era of National Socialism is closely associated with the idea of 

“extermination through labor” and that this idea could be transferred to other 

contexts (GDR, France, Soviet Union, China or other historical periods). This danger 

can certainly be ruled out in the field of science, school education and serious 

journalism. The authors use the term in the sense of international trilingual legal 

texts, where “forced labor” is defined as the English term “forced labour” and the 

French term “travail forcé”. 

1.1 Mission and aim of the preliminary study 

Even more than 30 years after the Peaceful Revolution, forced labor in the GDR remains 

a desired research topic in many respects. There are studies on the conditions of forced 

labor in the prisons, on the state-owned enterprises (VEB) that profited from it and on 

the structures of the associated GDR foreign trade. On the other hand, only a few valid 

statements can be made about the extent of the exploitation of political prisoners and 

the long-term effects on the health of those affected. This is where the planned main 

study should follow up this study and attempt to close the existing gaps in knowledge by 

tracing the supply chains for products co-produced by political prisoners and 

systematically investigate the causal links between working conditions and damage to 

the health of those affected. In this way, the state, the economy and the public are to be 

sensitized to the concerns of those affected and thus create the basis for unbureaucratic 

assistance and benefits as well as appropriate compensation payments. 

The aim of this preliminary study was, to prove by examples that it is possible on the 

basis of documents in various archives to identify individual supply chains between the 

production facilities in prisons in the GDR, other authorities and district authorities of 

the Federal Republic of Germany, up to end customers and end buyers (e.g. department 

store chains) for certain products. The second aim was to investigate the extent to which 

a causal link can be established between the working conditions of forced labor and the 

health impairments described by those affected. 
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The preliminary study was financed by the Federal Commissioner for Culture and the 

Media, Minister of State Claudia Roth. It was carried out by two research assistants and 

two student assistants at the Chair for history of Eastern Europe at the Humboldt 

University in Berlin under the direction of Prof. Dr. Jörg Baberowski. Originally, the 

preliminary study was to be completed between March and December 2023. Due to 

various delays and personnel changes (Dr. Markus Mirschel left the project in November 

2023), it was completed between May 2023 and February 2024. 

1.2 Evaluated archive holdings 

A large number of archive records of varying provenance were evaluated for the 

preliminary study. The following provides a brief overview of the archives used and the 

holdings consulted there. 

The records of the Federal Intelligence Service (BND), the Treuhandstelle für 

Interzonenhandel (TSI = agency for interzone trade) and the Federal Chancellery were 

evaluated at the Federal Archive in Koblenz. The BND files contain information on GDR 

companies that was gathered by the foreign intelligence service both from publicly 

accessible sources and by interviewing refugees and workers who had escaped from the 

GDR. The records of the TSI and the Federal Chancellery primarily contain reports on the 

regular negotiations between the TSI and the Ministry of Foreign Trade of the GDR, in 

which the extent for export products from the GDR and other aspects about the trade 

between both German States (so called German-German trade) were discussed. 

In the Federal Archives at Lichterfelde, the records of the SED (Socialist Unity Party, the 

governing party in GDR) as well as of various state organs of the GDR were examined. 

The files of the SED leadership contain information on the management of the economy 

and domestic trade as well as the use of prisoners as labor force. The records of the 

Ministry of the Interior, the Council of Ministers, the State Planning Commission, the 

Committee of the Workers' and Farmers' Inspectorate, the Ministry of Transport and the 

different Ministries of Industry (for Chemical Industry, for Light Industry, for District 

managed Industries and Food Industry) provide information on the production and 

export of individual products as well as on the cooperation of companies and combines 

with prisons.At the Stasi (= state security service of GDR) Archive as a part of the Federal 

Archives files from various departments belonging to the headquarters in Berlin as well 

as records of individual district and county administrations were investigated. These files 
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dealt with a variety of topics, including the activities of the Commercial Coordination 

(KoKo) operations, production and export issues, accidents and workplace safety in AEBs 

(= companies where prisoners had to work) and the activities of certain individuals. 

At the Saxony-Anhalt State Archives in Merseburg, reports of the Volkspolizei (=People's 

Police) and the prisons were analyzed. These files contain information about the use of 

prisoners in the companies of the Halle district as well as information about working 

conditions in companies where prisoners had to work (AEBs). The files of the Workers' 

and Farmers' Committee and the associations of state-owned enterprises also provided 

information on production and working conditions. In Magdeburg special case files on 

VEB ELMO Wernigerode (a company producing electric motors in Wernigerode) and the 

records of the People's Police were investigated. These files contained information on 

the organization and implementation of prisoner deployment in prisons in Brandenburg 

and Torgau as well as on the production and export activities of VEB ELMO Wernigerode. 

Files of the People's Police and various prisons as well as the records of several state-

owned companies in which prisoners were deployed were examined at the Brandenburg 

State Main Archive. This made it possible to reconstruct the working conditions in the 

companies and their cooperation with the prisons. They also provide insights into the 

organization of production and distribution at various VEB ELMO factories. 

At the Saxon State Archives in Dresden, the records of the combine VEB 

Elektromaschinenbau Dresden (a combine producing electrical machines) and its 

associated companies were analyzed. This examination allowed conclusions to be drawn 

about production processes within the combine and its involvement in trade between 

both German countries (so called German-German trade). At the location in Chemnitz 

the inheritances of VEB Esda (a company producing tights and socks) were examined, 

allowing conclusions to be drawn about its export activities and the negotiation 

processes associated with trade between both German countries. In addition, several 

holdings relating to VEB ELMO Grünhain were analyzed. 

In the city archives in Dessau, the records of the city administration on the prison labor 

camp “Strafvollzugsabteilung Dessau” and the VEB Magnetbandfabrik (a company 

producing cassettes and tapes) were inspected. 

Some of the holdings relevant to the preliminary study could not be analyzed as planned, 

i.e. files from the Stasi Records Archive, the preparation and provision of which by the 

authority's staff was only partially accessible during the processing period, partly due to 
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the archive's move to a new location. In the Federal Archives in Lichterfelde, and other 

state archives, important records could not be analyzed because they have not yet been 

archived or have only been partially archived. In the Saxony-Anhalt State Archives in 

Merseburg, for example, this applies to the files of the prison department of the Halle 

district for the 1980s and the records of VEB ELMO Wernigerode. For a main study, 

individual negotiations with the respective archives will be necessary in order to explore 

the possibilities of making the relevant holdings available purposefully. For a main study 

such an agreement has already been reached with today's Luckau-Duben prison, which, 

after a thorough examination, signaled its willingness to give access to the records of the 

GDR youth prison in Luckau concerning young prisoners who had to work for ELMO. 

1.3 Evaluation of forced labor in the GDR from the perspective of the rule of law 

Since the 1950s, both forced labor and prison labor have been protected by international 

human rights conventions adopted by the United Nations (UN) and the International 

Labor Organization (ILO). This includes the resolute will of the signatory states to abolish 

forced labor in general (ILO 29). Along the way, certain categories of prisoners and uses 

of forced or compulsory labor were banned (ILO 105). This includes punitive and 

educational measures against political opponents or members of religion in the form of 

forced or compulsory labor. According to ILO 105, forced and compulsory labor may also 

not be used for economic purposes. 

The “Minimum Principles for the Treatment of Prisoners” of 1955 apply to all prisoners, 

even if they are used for forced or compulsory labor in contravention of the rules, which 

provide for maximum harmonization of living and working conditions with the conditions 

of free people in the surrounding area. 

The GDR initially had not signed any of the international rules. As part of the CSCE 

process, Basket 3 “Human Rights”, the “Minimum Principles” were finally signed in 1977. 

None of the international agreements were adhered to. 

To the extent that politically and religiously motivated prisoners were used for 

compulsory or forced labor in the GDR, this can be considered outlawed forced labor 

according to ILO 105. The same applies to work that had to be carried out for economic 

purposes. This was definitely the case from the end of the 1950s. It was during this time 

that the work of prisoners began to be incorporated into the GDR's national economic 

plan. 
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Contrary to popular belief, there was no obligation to work in the GDR that could be 

derived from the GDR constitution. The constitution, which was valid from 1949 to 1968, 

did not contain any statements about the obligation of GDR citizens to work. The 

constitution also does not state that prisoners were obliged to work: “The penal system 

is based on the idea of educating those capable of improvement through joint productive 

work.” (Art. 137, 1949) 

The constitution that came into force in 1968 contained the formula that applied to all 

citizens: “The right to work and the duty to work form a unity.” According to GDR right, 

too, this formula is not to be regarded as an individual right to be implemented directly, 

but as a general constitutional objective from which no direct consequences can be 

derived (Cf. the catalog of “Fundamental Rights and Fundamental Duties” Art. 19 to 41, 

1968). 

Until 1968, forced labor was enforced in the prisons of the GDR without any legal basis. 

Only formalities such as pay, working standards and insurance issues were regulated, but 

not the legal status in the prison system. Nevertheless, plans were developed for the 

“one hundred percent” use of prisoners. 

For the first time, the GDR's Prison Act of January 12, 1968 obliged all “prisoners capable 

of work to perform work.” This obligation was generally permitted under international 

law in 1968, but not the planned use of prisoners in the national economy and the use 

of prisoners who were imprisoned for political or religious reasons. Punishment in the 

form of “work education” was also prohibited. However, certain minimum standards 

were prescribed. These regulations agreed under international law were not adhered to. 

With the Prison Act of December 19, 1974, the economic purpose of prison labor was 

disclosed for the first time (§ 29 SVWG, 1974). From this time onwards, state-sanctioned 

forced labor in the GDR was to be referred to as such in accordance with international 

law. 

In the 1977 version of the Prison Act, in the context of the CSCE negotiations, Basket 3 

“Human Rights”, labor education was abolished as a separate type of punishment and 

the labor education camps were dissolve. In doing so, the GDR thus fulfilled one of the 

requirements of ILO 105, albeit without acceding to the convention. Further demands 

were continuously violated. 
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In the context of the CSCE negotiations, the GDR felt compelled to recognize the 

minimum principles for the treatment of prisoners. However, it fulfilled its reporting 

obligation to the UN only in a rudimentary manner. In principle, nothing changed in the 

form and treatment of prisoners. 

Consequently, anyone trading with the GDR had to expect that the imported products 

or components were manufactured using forced labor, which was outlawed under 

international law. 

1.4 Forced and compulsory labor in the Federal Republic of Germany 

The Federal Republic of Germany has acceded to all of the above-mentioned 

conventions. It has defined its relationship to forced and compulsory labor in Article 12 

of the Basic Law as a judicially and legally possible restriction of the fundamental right 

to freedom of occupation in accordance with the human rights conventions of the United 

Nations and Europe. Any rights violated in this context are enforceable in court. The 

structure of prisoners' obligation to work in Germany is nevertheless the subject of 

controversial debate today. According to the Federal Constitutional Court, there is a 

permanent task to maintain the qualitative difference between compulsory work and 

forced labor. The legal standard is laid down, for example, in the Federal Prison Act of 

March 16, 1976. 

It is desirable and morally imperative that the German government, the public, the 

economy and not least the citizens take this standard achieved in Germany into account 

in an appropriate manner. The new Supply Chain Act is a step in this direction. There has 

already been a moral obligation in the past, particularly in view of the special German-

German situation. First of all, this includes knowledge of the production conditions. 

The legal form and conditions of forced labor in the GDR were known to the public in the 

Federal Republic of Germany or could at least be experienced to some extent with little 

research effort. As early as 1953, the UN Economic and Social Council published the 

results of a worldwide investigation about various forms of forced labor. It came to the 

conclusion that forced labor was used on a large scale in the Soviet Union and the 

people's democracies linked to it.1 The topic was also raised several times in the German 

Bundestag. There was a fire attack on the Swedish company IKEA, accusing the company 

of exploiting forced laborers.  
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1.5 Forced labor in GDR practice  

The use of prisoners was aimed at exploiting their labor for the benefit of the state 

planned economy. From the 1950s until the end of the GDR, 15,000 to 30,000 prisoners 

were forced to work every year and were mainly used in areas where civilian workers did 

not want to work due to poor working conditions. Unlike working civilian people, 

prisoners had no way to reject the work. Such a refusal inevitably led to disciplinary 

measures, which could range from the withdrawal of privileges such as receiving visitors 

and parcels to three weeks of solitary confinement with minimal food.2 The scope of 

systematic forced labor in the prisons or labor battalions of the GDR, as well as the extent 

of dimension within the entire GDR economic system, can only be understood if the 

internal mechanisms are researched and supply chains and working conditions are 

revealed. 

2 Evidence of supply chains for products co-produced by political prisoners and 

exported to the Federal Republic of Germany 

2.1 The German-German trade 

The Treuhandstelle für Interzonenhandel (TSI) was a West German key institution in 

trade between the GDR and the Federal Republic. In recurring consultations, the TSI and 

the Ministry of Foreign Trade and Economic Affairs (MAW/H) of the GDR clarified product 

groups, quotas and the handling of mutual trade. For its part, TSI maintained close 

connections to the Federal German Ministries of Economics or Food, Agriculture and 

Forestry in Bonn, for example. The TSI communicated the products and quantities to the 

West German companies and retail chains or took “requests” to the MAW/H. 

In the GDR, the items and quantities negotiated by the MAW/H were forwarded to the 

foreign trade companies (AHB). These forwarded the corresponding orders to the 

responsible combines and to the subordinate state-owned enterprises (VEBs). In order 

to prevent competition in GDR foreign trade AHBs established themselves in product 

fields that were as clearly defined as possible. The details of German-German trade were 

coordinated between agents/representative companies in the Federal Republic and the 

manufacturing combines or VEBs in the GDR. This system was intended to minimize 

direct contacts between West German companies and East German production 

companies. This ensured that the exchange of information, for example on forced labor, 

remained limited. The mutual exchange of goods was conducted via so-called clearing 
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units (Verrechnungseinheiten, VE), allowing two non-convertible currencies could thus 

be offset against each other. Mutual trade was the product of the economic interests of 

both states. It provided the GDR with urgently needed foreign currency as well as the 

opportunity to make use of West German technologies. For the Federal Republic, this 

resulted in cheap imports for its own market despite protectionist efforts. 

2.2 The “Esda complex” 

The proof of a complete supply chain for the product of women's tights from the VEB 

Strumpfkombinat Esda Thalheim was based on the research of the historian Tobias 

Wunschik.3 His relevant investigation proves the connection between the Hoheneck 

Prison and the administration of the VEB Feinstrumpfwerke Esda as well as the inclusion 

of forced labor in the manufacturing processes of the VEB products.4 Following on from 

that, the relevant documents in the Saxon State Archives in Chemnitz (export orders, 

delivery bills and internal accounts of the VEB Strumpfkombinat Esda Thalheim) and in 

the Federal Archives in Koblenz (TSI reports) were examined for the preliminary study 

based on the reconstruction of the supply chain of the “Sayonara” brand from the 

producing VEB to the final seller ALDI Nord. The basic prerequisites for the export 

production of this combine and the exemplary supply chain are described below. 

Supply chains for other products could be reproduced in connection with future research 

about the “Esda complex”. In addition, the circle of end sellers in the Federal Republic at 

that time (Hertie Waren- und Kaufhaus, Kaufhaus Group, Horten or Karstadt) could be 

proved. The distribution of further products from GDR production (men's, women's and 

children's socks and men's suits) can be documented through in-depth investigation. 

Research in other archives should concentrate on finding evidence of the direct delivery 

of products to VEB Esda that were manufactured by female prisoners in the Hoheneck 

Prison. 

2.2.1 Women's tights as a source for foreign currency 

The textile production sector was an exposed component of the GDR export economy. 

In particular, the export of women's tights from VEB Strumpfkombinat Esda Thalheim 

developed into an important foreign exchange business for the GDR between the 1960s 

and the late 1980s. 

The foreign trade company (AHB) TextilCommerz was responsible for VEB 

Strumpfkombinat Esda Thalheim. Orders, product requests and (changing) quotas were 
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sent directly to the AHB via a network of West German agents such as Klawitter, 

Salzmann or Steiniger. AHB forwarded them to the responsible combine and the 

exporting company VEB Feinstrumpfwerke Esda. In the “Esda complex”, the agent 

companies5 formed the direct link between TextilCommerz and the companies in the 

GDR and the end sellers or bulk buyers (such as Nolte KG [ALDI Süd] or Albrecht Einkauf 

OHG [ALDI Nord]) in the Federal Republic. The VEB Strumpfkombinat Esda Thalheim was 

well aware of current developments on the West German market through visits by its 

own sales staff to potential new and established regular customers. There is also 

evidence of return visits by employees of West German companies or representatives of 

TSI.6 The annual export quotas for women's tights to West Germany amounted to around 

30 to 45 million units or pairs - a figure that lasted until the mid-1980s.7 

2.2.2 The path of the product 

The production and export of the tights deliveries took place in a complete system. 

(Attachment 17) Once (1.) the export quotas had been agreed between TSI and MAW/H 

and individual orders had been received via the intermediate suppliers, (2.) the products 

were ordered by TextilCommerz directly from VEB Feinstrumpfwerke Esda in Thalheim. 

After receipt of the order the VEB awarded (3.) in each case internal invoice and 

individual order numbers (EA), to which the desired product (such as the brand 

“Sayonara”) and the quantity ordered were assigned.8 Using the so-called forms for M-

invoice currency invoicing, (4.) the respective quantity was converted into invoicing units 

(PU) via the unit price. In the case of a large order with the EA number 91209 for ALDI 

Nord dated September 15, 1988, an export order for 6.4 million women's tights of the 

brand “Sayonara” was placed. (Attachment 1) Around half a million pairs of tights were 

to be delivered each month, spread over 2,000 pallets and with a total weight of almost 

400 tons. The price per tights was 0.68 PU, which corresponded to a total export volume 

of around 4.35 million PU. Deliveries were made by VEB Deutrans vehicles, which had to 

use the Herleshausen border checkpoint.9 The goods were (5.) brought together from 

the VEB factories (Factory 1: Thalheim; Factory 3: Auerbach and probably from 

Hoheneck production)10 (Attachment 2) and (6.) packaged, labeled, priced and prepared 

for dispatch according to ALDI Nord's requirements. (Attachment 3) Delivery was made 

(7.) to the intermediate dealer Steiniger in the Federal Republic of Germany.11 After the 

goods were dispatched for export, (8.) a note from VEB Feinstrumpfwerke Esda was sent 

to TextilCommerz with instructions for invoicing. The final purchasers (Nolte KG [ALDI 

Süd] or Albrecht Einkauf OHG [ALDI Nord]) remained identifiable by name on the VEB's 
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internal documents. According to the note on the export orders Steiniger received six 

percent commission as a distributor from both ALDI groups - calculated on the value of 

the goods handled in each case. Even though the delivery quantity for the example EA 

91209 was reduced during the year 1989, the number of units remained high.12 

(Attachment 4) 

2.2.3 Prison labor for export 

In order to ensure the fulfillment of the plan and exports, the VEB Feinstrumpfwerke 

Esda Thalheim used female prisoners from the Hoheneck Prison. Whereas in 1972 “only” 

132 “Hoheneck women” worked for the VEB compared to the planned 144, in 1977 it 

planned to employ 160 prisoners. Due to prison releases, the number had to be reduced 

to 100 and leveled off at 71 female forced laborers due to the amnesty in 1987. There is 

evidence that political prisoners were involved in production. The historian Tobias 

Wunschik calculates that 70 female prison laborers per year produced around 9 million 

tights, which corresponded to about 10 percent of Western production and about 8 

million Valuta marks per year.13 

2.3 The “ELMO complex” 

Due to the complexity of the VEB Elektromaschinenbau Dresden combine, three strongly 

export-oriented electric motor factories of the combine were taken into consideration. 

Some of these were and still are located in Grünhain, Thurm and Wernigerode. The work 

of the VEB Elektromaschinenbau Dresden combine was researched in the Saxon State 

Archives in Dresden (Sächsisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, SächStAD). This revealed important 

information about the combine’s export business and the fact that prisoners were 

extensively involved in production at various times in the prisons in Hoheneck, Torgau, 

Waldheim, Luckau and Brandenburg. 

The files of the Grünhain and Thurm factories are held at the Saxon State Archives in 

Chemnitz (Sächsisches Staatsarchiv Chemnitz – SächStAC) and can be researched there. 

Due to time constraints, only the holdings relating to the VEB Elektromotorenwerk 

(ELMO) Grünhain could be examined so far – here in particular the holdings on exports 

and sales to the Federal Republic of Germany and the non-socialist economic area 

(NSW), as well as annual business reports and reports of directors’ meetings and 

contracts on cooperation between the VEB and the Hoheneck Prison. 
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For the factory in Wernigerode, for the first time, holdings were investigated at the 

Saxony-Anhalt State Archives (LASA) in Magdeburg. The relevant files on the connection 

between the VEB ELMO Wernigerode and Brandenburg prison were inspected at the 

Brandenburg State Main Archive (BLHA). The holdings of the Ministry of the Interior of 

the GDR (MdI) and the TSI at the Federal Archives in Koblenz and Berlin were used for 

the investigation. 

Until the completion of this final report, the ELMO files in the Stasi Records Archive 

(StUA) could not yet be investigated. Requested files should still be made available in 

October/November 2023. Unfortunately, there were delays due to the move to a new 

location. An “application for access to non-anonymized documents in accordance with § 

32 para. 1 sentence 1 no. 7 StUG” was submitted. 

There are also delays in researching the holdings of the VEB ELMO Wernigerode in the 

state archive of Saxony-Anhalt. The stock is currently undeveloped and very incomplete. 

According to the archive, the holdings important for the supply chains were not handed 

over to the archive in 1999. According to the assumption of the project staff and the 

archive these documents could still be stored in the company archive of the legal 

successor or even have been destroyed. 

In the future, the remaining holdings of the Stasi documents archive should be included 

in the investigation once they have been made available, but longer processing periods 

should be planned. Furthermore, the research in the Saxon State Archives Chemnitz on 

the files of the VEB ELMO Thurm must be completed. One possible research direction 

results from the possibility that meaningful archival records have not been handed over 

to the state archives – an inclusion of the company archives is conceivable. However, 

sufficient time must be allowed for this as well as with regard to the holdings of VEB 

ELMO Wernigerode. At the suggestion of the project staff, the state archive in 

Magdeburg is continually opening up these documents as required and reconfiguring 

them for possible research. 

The assumption that products of the “ELMO complex” were also manufactured in the 

Luckau prison could be confirmed so far. The Luckau-Duben Prison in Brandenburg 

recently signaled the possibility of researching the files about the Luckau Prison that 

have been handed over there. The prison is currently checking how much effort it would 

take to make the files available. 
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For future research into the “ELMO complex”, the inclusion of other ELMO locations 

would be a good idea. The electric motor factories at the former Dessau and Hartha 

factories should be considered in this connection. VEB ELMO Hartha in particular served 

the sector for miniature motors with an output of less than one kilowatt (kW). The 

Hartha factory can be traced back to so-called “supplement deliveries” of West German 

home electronics products. Access to the important export and foreign trade items of 

the ELMO companies remains decisive. 

The connections between the VEB ELMO Wernigerode and the Brandenburg Prison, 

which have so far been well documented by the project staff, as well as the verifiable use 

of political prisoners in the so-called production area 5 (FB5) in Brandenburg, must be 

prospectively supplemented by possible end customers of the VEB ELMO Wernigerode. 

Evidence that production in Brandenburg was used primarily for export can already be 

provided.14 (Attachment 5) 

In order to arrive further substantial results for the highly complex VEB ELMO, the 

archive holdings that have not yet been investigated would have to be examined as part 

of a main study. 

2.3.1 Electric motors as a source for foreign currency 

The electric motor production sector was an important part of the GDR export economy. 

In particular, the export of so-called standard and small motors from the VEB 

Elektromaschinenbau Dresden combine developed into an important foreign exchange 

business until the late 1980s. With around 23,000 employees in 1977, the combine was 

a heavyweight of GDR industrial production.15 At the end of the GDR, thirteen companies 

(including the parent company VEB Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz) belonged to the VEB 

Elektromaschinenbau Dresden combine. Companies producing standard and small 

motors that had a demonstrably high proportion of exports to the NSW (non-socialist 

economic area) were considered important. The Grünhain, Thurm and Wernigerode 

electric motor factories exported tens of thousands of motors with an output of between 

1 and 160 kW to end customers in the Federal Republic of Germany. In the following, the 

VEB Elektromotorenwerk Grünhain forms the starting point for proving a chain from 

production in the GDR to the delivery of electric motors to end customers in the Federal 

Republic. (Attachment 18) 
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2.3.2 The path of the product 

Once (1.) the export quotas had been agreed between TSI and the MAW/H and 

individual orders had been received, (2.) arrangements were made between the MAW/H 

and the responsible AHB (Foreign Trade company) Elektrotechnik Export-Import. The 

AHB then (3.) clarified the feasibility of the delivery with the plant directors of the export-

oriented VEB and (4.) forced the inclusion of the margins in the annual plans. With the 

above-mentioned ELMO companies (5.), further agreements on the products requested 

by West German companies were made via the company Wittenbecher & Co. (WiCo), 

the general agent for electric motors in the Federal Republic. From the late 1970s, WiCo 

was run as a so-called mixed company, which was assigned to the Commercial 

Coordination (KoKo) division and operated with a high proportion of GDR capital in the 

Federal Republic.16 This can be verified. WiCo determined (6.) the West German demand 

via a nationwide network of regional representatives and negotiated (7.) orders directly 

with the respective ELMO company. Conversely, WiCo (8.) coordinated delivery to the 

end customer, possible returns and warranty cases. WiCo acted as a link in the pricing of 

GDR motors on the West German market.17 (Attachment 6) 

In the case of VEB ELMO Grünhain, WiCo (a.) controlled the agreements between the 

VEB and the end customer Josef Scheppach Maschinenfabrik GmbH & Co (Scheppach) 

in Ichenhausen. This involved (b.) capacities and the technical feasibility of special 

motors for installation in western shredders and various models of circular saws. WiCo 

(c.) passed on technical drawings from Scheppach to the VEB in Grünhain for this 

purpose and (d.) took care of the delivery of missing components that could not be 

produced in the GDR (temperature sensors, luster terminals) to the VEB via Scheppach.18 

(Attachment 7) Scheppach had (e.) adapted technical drawings for a “single-phase 

standard motor with operating capacitor, with brake, temperature monitor and special 

shaft end” submitted directly from the VEB.19(Attachment 8) Once an order had been 

placed, (f.) the motors could be planned and scheduled for production.20 (Attachment 9) 

In the months of September and November 1988 (g.) VEB ELMO Grünhain delivered 

3,400 motors (1,200 EBM 80 K2-SW 56, 1,000 EBM 80G2-SX 56 and 1,200 DOMA 80 K2-

SQ 56) to Scheppach.21 (Attachment 10) The companies ATIKA (motors for cement 

mixers), AL-KO (motors for lawnmowers) or “shredder drives” of the type EBM 80 K2 for 

the Swiss-based company RÜTSCHI belong to companies to which VEB ELMO Grünhain 

supplied motors via WiCo.22 (Attachment 11) Just in 1985 ATIKA received 4,000 “fully 

protected” EBMW 71 K 4-SE 52 motors23 (Attachment 12 and 13). Regular meetings 
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between WiCo and VEB ELMO Grünhain took place both in the Federal Republic and in 

the VEB plants.24 Especially at the spring and autumn trade fairs in Leipzig, the 

representatives of West German companies such as AEG, WiCo and others also met 

directly with engineers and sales staff from the VEB Elektromaschinenbau Dresden 

combine.25 (Attachment 14) 

2.3.3 Prison labor for export 

In order to secure GDR exports and domestic supplies of standard and miniature motors 

the VEB Elektromaschinenbau Dresden combine worked together with various prisons. 

VEB ELMO Grünhain, for example, set up production facilities in the Hoheneck and 

Torgau prisons.26 VEB ELMO Wernigerode, for example, had set up production facilities 

in the Brandenburg, Magdeburg and Torgau prisons.27 

As early as 1967, VEB ELMO Grünhain and the Hoheneck Prison concluded a “transfer 

agreement” for work rooms in the prison28 - the usage agreement was updated in 

1977.29 The agreement between Hoheneck Prison and VEB ELMO Grünhain was 

amended in 1976 and was valid from the following year.30 (Attachment 15) Similar to the 

“Esda complex”, the number of prisoners available from the Hoheneck Prison was also 

declining for the “ELMO complex”. While the contract partners agreed on 220 prisoners 

for production in 1972, the VEB had on their disposal only 100 forced laborers in 1977.31 

The main tasks of the prisoners in ELMO production were the winding and coiling of 

components (as sub-supplies) for the VEB's electric motors. There is evidence that 

political prisoners were involved in the production. Manufacturing processes, which 

were increasingly mechanized in the civilian sector, remained purely manual work in the 

GDR prison system.32 Those responsible for the ELMO work command in the Torgau 

Prison experienced particular difficulties - the planned figures were rarely achieved.33 

(Attachment 16) For the prisons in Brandenburg and Torgau, the responsible companies 

even investigated suspicions of deliberate sabotage.34 

2.4 The “ORWO complex” 

For the reconstruction of the supply chain of audio cassettes from the VEB 

Magnetbandfabrik Dessau, archive holdings of different provenance were investigated. 

The Federal Archives contain the records of the Ministry of Chemistry, the SED 

leadership, the TSI, the Federal Intelligence Service and the State Planning Commission, 

which were analyzed with regard to the planning, management and control of the audio 
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tape products. With regard to the export of the audio cassettes, the records of the AHB 

ORWO and Chemie were evaluated. In the Saxony-Anhalt State Archives, Merseburg 

Department, the research concentrated on the files of the People's Police, which 

organized the use of prisoners in the Halle district. Finally, the legacy of the general 

director of the Wolfen Photochemical Combine with regard to the magnetic tape factory 

was investigated at the archives of the Industry and Film Museum. The documents 

provide an insight into the use of prisoners in the magnetic tape factory and audio tape 

production, but only allow limited conclusions to be drawn about the export of audio 

tapes to West Germany and other countries of the non-socialist economic area. 

The former company archive of the magnetic tape factory could not be found. Since it 

cannot be ruled out that these records were destroyed in the course of the privatization 

or restructuring of the magnetic tape factory after the end of the GDR, it would be 

necessary to have an access to alternative holdings for a main study. These could be 

found in the Federal Archives in Lichterfelde where some of the records relating to 

foreign trade are not yet evaluated completely. (e.g. DL 210: companies in the area of 

commercial coordination). It would also make sense to conduct a large-scale survey - 

which is not feasible within the scope of this preliminary study - of former executives or 

employees in charge of exports at the magnetic tape factory, AHB ORWO and Chemie, 

as well as the agents for films and magnetic tapes in the Federal Republic. This would 

possibly provide new information about intermediate dealers and end users of the audio 

cassettes as well as the participation of other companies in foreign trade. 

2.4.1 Audio cassettes as a source of foreign currency 

The magnetic tape production sector (audio, video and computer tapes) formed an 

important part of the GDR's export economy from the late 1970s onwards. The export 

of audio cassettes had its starting point in 1970, when, in line with the further 

development of magnetic sound equipment, the first audio tapes were produced for 

amateur use and were brought onto the market.35 At this time, Filmfabrik Wolfen, the 

parent company of Fotochemisches Kombinat, was the only producer of audio cassettes 

in the GDR and, according to an intergovernmental decision in 1968, was also 

responsible to supply the entire economic area of the Council for Mutual Economic 

Assistance (RGW). In order to create the necessary production capacity, the magnetic 

tape factory was built in Dessau between 1970 and 1972 as part of the photochemical 
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combine. In 1978, mass production of the 60- and 90-minute K 60 and K 90 cassettes for 

private use began there.36 

While the majority of the audio cassettes were delivered to CMEA countries, the 

magnetic tape factory also exported to a lesser extent to West Germany and Berlin 

(West) as well as other countries in the NSW (non-socialist economic area). (Attachment 

19) Initially, the quantities were manageable: in the first half of 1979, only 966 cassettes 

were delivered to countries of the non-socialist economic area.37 This changed in the 

1980s, when audio tape production was gradually expanded. The production of audio 

cassettes for export (to the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (RGW) and to the 

non-socialist economic area (NSW) was to be increased up to 2,800,000 units by 1987.38 

Exports to the Federal Republic of Germany and Berlin (West) began in 1980 at the 

latest,39 with audio tapes being supplied not only as finished cassettes but also as “piece 

goods in neutral design”, i.e. without a label.40 

2.4.2 The path of the product 

As only a few documents on exports to the NSW (non-socialist economic area) could be 

found in the relevant state and private archives, it was not possible to determine a 

complete supply chain for individual audio cassette types. Nevertheless, two examples 

from 1982 show that audio cassettes produced in the magnetic tape factory were also 

sold to West Germany. 

The first example concerns the delivery of cassettes to the Magna company in the 

Federal Republic of Germany. In a complaint report dated August 18, 1982, it is reported 

that the magnetic tape factory had received almost 40,000 cassettes of the type K 60 

Cr0² hifi (neutral). (Attachment 20) From this it can not only be concluded that the 

magnetic tape factory had difficulties in complying with agreed quality standards, but 

also that it was already exporting large numbers of audio cassettes to the Federal 

Republic at this time. The “in-house” AHB ORWO, which is named in the document as an 

intermediate dealer, played a key role in establishing trade relations with the Federal 

Republic.41 

The second example concerns the delivery of audio tapes to the intermediate dealer 

Beroflex in Berlin (West). Beroflex (officially “Beroflex Kamera-Film Aktiengesellschaft”) 

was a trading company founded in 1969, based in Berlin (West) and Bad Kissingen. This 

company sold photo-technical and photochemical products such as cameras, camera 
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accessories, films and magnetic tapes from the GDR in West Germany (see 2.5.2). In a 

letter from the management of the magnetic tape factory to the photochemical combine 

dated September 12, 1982, it is reported that of the slightly more than 1 million K 60 LN 

(LN stands for Low Noise) audio cassettes produced exclusively for export a small 

proportion was also delivered to Berlin (West) during the first 8 months. (Attachment 21) 

2.4.3 Prison labor for export 

The use of prisoners in the magnetic tape factory began immediately after its 

commissioning in 1974. These mostly female prisoners came from various prisons and 

prison labor camps. Some of the prisoners came from the Bitterfeld Prison, with which 

the Wolfen film factory, as the parent company of the photochemical combine, 

concluded a corresponding agreement in 1974.42 At the same time, a new prison labor 

camp, the “Dessau prison department” 43, was set up in the direct vicinity of the 

magnetic tape factory. For this purpose, the accommodation of the construction workers 

who had helped to build the magnetic tape factory was converted into prisoner barracks 

and surrounded by fences and watchtowers. (Attachment 22) As the location was 

integrated into the industrial complex of the magnetic tape factory, it was barely 

recognizable as a prison labor camp from the outside. Initially, around 350 women were 

imprisoned in the Dessau Prison. Over the years, however, the premises were steadily 

expanded,44 so that the number of female prisoners rose to almost 1,000 by 1989. The 

proportion of women sentenced for political reasons was around six percent. The 

majority of them had to perform forced labor in the magnetic tape factory, but they were 

also deployed in the Wolfen film factory and the Dessau factory for gas units.45 

Within the magnetic tape factory, the prisoners were mainly used in the so-called audio 

assembly department. There, the audio tape wound onto large rolls was cut into strips 

with cutting machines and then wound onto cassettes. The finished audio cassettes were 

then packed in boxes for delivery. (Attachment 23) The use of prisoners was essential for 

the production of audio cassettes in the magnetic tape factory. When in 1979 - as a result 

of the amnesty - a large number of prisoners were no longer available as workers, the 

magnetic tape factory was no longer able to meet its contracts concerning delivery 

figures.46 For the whole of 1982, 177.5 prisoners were used in audio tape production. 

They were involved in the production of three types of audio cassettes: K 60 LN, K 60 

Chrome and KR. (Attachment 24) The factory management even planned to increase the 

number of prisoners working in the magnetic tape factory in the following years. 
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Depending on the sales figures, their number was to rise to up to 300 by the mid-1980s. 

(Attachment 25) 

2.5 The “Pentacon complex” 

For the reconstruction of the supply chain of SLR cameras from the VEB Pentacon 

Dresden combine to the final seller of the product, specialist literature on the company 

history of VEB Pentacon and mail order catalogs of final sellers were consulted and 

evaluated in addition to the records in the Stasi archive. 

The research in the Stasi archive focused on specific companies and sectors. A factual 

search was carried out. Files from the Main Department XVIII (National Economy) 

dominate, as all export companies in the GDR were of interest to the MfS (Ministry of 

State Security) and were therefore processed. At the level of the MfS district 

administrations and district offices, the files provide information on the legal framework 

conditions for GDR companies trading with West German firms. There are also overviews 

of companies in the Federal Republic that were active in the GDR and travel reports from 

business trips or relevant trade fairs. Files from the Commercial Coordination Working 

Group (AG BKK) are useful because they contain sensitive information on business 

partners and overviews of incorrect deliveries, i.e. problems that could massively 

jeopardize the GDR's foreign currency income. In addition, files from the Office of 

Management (BdL) were also investigated, as they contain orders and implementation 

instructions, for example on the remuneration of prisoners' work and its economic 

significance. Finally, files from Department VII (Prison System) were also inspected, 

insofar as they contained information on the conditions in the Cottbus Prison and the 

labor deployment company VEB Pentacon. 

A special feature of file management in the former Ministry of State Security (MfS) are 

dossiers on individual cases that the MfS considered interesting. In the best-case 

scenario, these provide the researcher with a comprehensive overview of surviving 

documents of various provenance. In this specific case, the evaluated documents 

provide an insight into the structures of German-German trade based on the 

representative company Beroflex AG, based in the Federal Republic and Berlin (West). 

The publication by Dr. Gerhard Jehmlich, head of the research and development 

department from 1963 to 1990, was consulted with regard to the company history of 

VEB Pentacon. His extensive work provides information on the history of the company's 
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origins and the work of the research and development department over decades. Since 

the political prisoners rarely manufactured a product in its entirety, but often only 

carried out a few steps in a small-scale production process, this specialist knowledge is 

indispensable. 

As already mentioned in the supply chain examples above, it is sometimes difficult to 

prove the direct connection between a VEB (state-owned company) using political 

prisoners for the production and the final seller in the Federal Republic of Germany only 

on the basis of archive material. For this reason, the reconstruction of the supply chain 

for VEB Pentacon's SLR cameras was based on catalogs from former mail-order 

companies, some of which still exist today, in order to be able to draw conclusions about 

the distribution of GDR products based on the range of products offered. 

2.5.1 SLR cameras as a source of foreign currency 

The export of 35mm SLR cameras from state-owned enterprises of the GDR can be 

documented from 1952 to 1989. Of the 9.85 million cameras produced during this 

period, 7.85 million were exported. This corresponds to an export quota of 80 percent.47 

(Attachment 26) 

In the following, the figures from 1964 onwards will be examined in more detail, because 

it was only with the founding of VEB Pentacon Dresden in 1964 that work began on 

setting up a production facility in the Cottbus Prison. After the introduction of assembly 

line production as of 1965, production grew steadily. In 1984, a maximum annual 

production of approx. 450,000 SLR cameras was achieved.48 After the integration of 

Pentacon into VEB Carl Zeiss Jena in 1985, production and exports fell steadily. 

From 1964 to 1989, VEB Pentacon produced a total of more than 8 million SLR cameras, 

with an export rate of 80.4 percent. A total of 4.96 million cameras were delivered to the 

NSW (non-socialist economic area). This means that 62.8 percent of total production was 

used to get foreign currency. Only 17.6 percent was exported to the Socialist Economic 

Area and 19.6 percent was made available to the domestic market. (Attachment 27) 

At the beginning, the foreign trade company “AHB Kamera-Film Export/Import” was 

responsible for the export of SLR cameras and later, from around the mid/end of the 

1970s, the AHB Heimelectric. 
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2.5.2 The path of the product 

Until 1968, products from the GDR photo industry were sold in the Federal Republic of 

Germany and Berlin (West) via five representative companies. The company Beroflex AG 

was founded on February 12, 1969. Originally, the company was to be founded with a 

GDR capital shareholding in order to be able to exert direct influence, but this was not 

possible due to the German Military Government Act No. 53. The GDR hoped that the 

merger would result in a more effective sales organization for its products. 

The product range of Beroflex AG included “in particular products of the VEB Kombinat 

Pentacon (SLR cameras) including the corresponding additional lenses [...] products of 

the photochemical combine Wolfen and relevant products of the VEB Carl Zeiss Jena.” 

(Attachment 28) The turnover rose from DM 14 million in 1969 and DM 20 million in 

1971 to over DM 25 million in 1972. (Attachment 29) The agent company Beroflex AG 

acted as a so-called middleman and was paid by AHB (foreign trade company) for 

distribution. For 1970 it received 1.8 million units of account (VE), for 1971 only 1.5 

million VE despite the increase in turnover and for 1972 1.9 million VE.49 (Attachment 

30) 

There were three customer groups for the SLR cameras sold by Beroflex AG: “traditional 

specialist retailers; purchasing associations for specialist retailers, e.g. Ring-Foto; the 

department store and mail order business with a market share of around 40% with a 

slight upward trend.”  

Among the aggravating factors concerning business with department stores and mail 

order companies “the abandonment of the Praktica company name and production 

under a private label” and “extraordinary price pressure” were mentioned.50 

(Attachment 31) 

VEB Pentacon's Praktica cameras were sold under its own name by mail order companies 

Neckermann and Otto (Attachment 32, Attachment 33) as well as under numerous 

trademarks such as Revue at Quelle (Attachment 34) and Hanimex at Otto. (Attachment 

35) 

2.5.3 Prison labor for export 

From 1964, a VEB Pentacon production facility was set up in the Cottbus Prison. Cottbus 

was designed for 800 to 1,200 prisoners, of whom around 600 were imprisoned for 

political reasons. 250 to 300 prisoners from Cottbus Prison worked for VEB Pentacon. 



3.1 Forced labor as a health risk 

26 
 

The company was aware that most of them were political prisoners.51 The prisoners were 

deployed at the beginning of the production chain and had to carry out the punching 

operations (cutting and bending) and deburring of the die-cast parts for the housing, the 

so-called penti-frame. The first work steps were carried out both at the main plant in 

Dresden and at Cottbus Prison. Up to 40 machines were used in Cottbus and only 10 in 

Dresden. According to this, 80 percent of the housings were produced using forced 

laborers.52 

The Praktica cameras offered in the catalogs of Neckermann, Otto and Quelle (MTL 5, 

Super TL 1000, Super TL 2) were manufactured by VEB Pentacon and belong to the 

Praktica L series. All Praktica L models (with the exception of the VLC model) used a 

standardized housing. (Attachment 36) 75 percent of the L-series cameras were exported 

to Western Europe, especially to the Federal Republic of Germany. VEB Pentacon 

manufactured contract products with a different look for the trading companies Photo 

Porst and Quelle.53 

3 Proof of damage to health 

3.1 Forced labor as a health risk 

Political prisoners in the GDR were not only forced to work, but often had to perform 

this work under conditions that were harmful to their health and sometimes life-

threatening. The GDR regulations on occupational safety in the VEBs (state-owned 

companies) and production areas of the prison were not adhered to, and they were even 

deliberately ignored. For the companies the primary objective when deploying prisoners 

was to maintain production and for the prison to prevent any escape attempts by 

prisoners from the work detachments. The health of the prisoners, on the other hand, 

played only a subordinate role and their endangerment was only considered a problem 

if the prisoners were unavailable for work. 

The horizon of interpretation for the situation in individual industrial workplaces in the 

presentation of GDR history is formed by the effects of the planned economy in the 

version since the 11th Plenum of the Central Committee (ZK) of the SED in 1965, with 

the modifications introduced by Erich Honecker in the early 1970s under the slogan 

“Unity of economic and social policy”. These actually led to a relatively short phase of 

noticeable increases in prosperity for the population towards the mid-1970s. However, 

these improvements were only achieved on the basis of a backlog of investment in 
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infrastructure and industry as well as a regular increase in the GDR's foreign debt, which 

culminated in an impending insolvency in the early 1980s. With regard to the industrial 

workplace, this misguided development was reflected in the perception that 

maintenance cycles for technical systems were not adhered to, necessary general repairs 

were not carried out and even simple modernizations could not be carried out. The 

plants – briefly described – were “run to wear and tear”. Health and safety regulations, 

which were written down exactly, were often not even adhered to in practice. Prescribed 

health and safety equipment was not issued and defined working conditions were not 

adhered to.54 

It can be assumed that in many areas similar violations would have to be described for 

civilian workplaces as for prisoners. In some areas, it can certainly be assumed that the 

workplaces of prisoners were much worse in terms of occupational health and safety 

than those of civilian workers. There is also an essential difference between prisoners 

and civilian workers. Civilian workers could quit their jobs at any time. In view of the 

shortage of workers in industry, they were able to find new jobs easily. According to the 

consensus of current research, this circumstance led to the use of prisoners in areas with 

increased cancellation rates of civilian workers. 

This preliminary study investigsted the following health damage presumably caused by 

forced labor: damage caused by inhaling toxic fumes during the electroplating of metal 

parts and chronic mercury poisoning due to prolonged exposure during chlorine 

production; exposure to dust in the „Sprelacart“ production (special laminate panels 

bonded with synthetic resin, which were developed in the GDR); mechanical 

overstraining of the spine and limbs due to disregarded performance requirements in 

the production of textiles. In addition, a first attempt is made to systematize exposure to 

toxic substances. 

The following explanations are based on a broad range of sources. Firstly, in order to 

reconstruct the working conditions in the selected companies, a systematic evaluation 

of the existing research literature was carried out. Secondly, relevant files were 

researched in the state archives in Saxony-Anhalt and Saxony as well as in the Federal 

Archives in Berlin and Koblenz. Thirdly, the reports of former forced laborers were 

analyzed with regard to the conditions at the time and, in individual cases, telephone 

interviews were conducted with those affected. Fourthly, in order to be able to assess 

the effects of working conditions on former prisoners, relevant publications by the 

Federal Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, the German Social Accident 
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Insurance and individual industrial sectors were evaluated. Fifthly, a systematic research 

and analysis of medical studies dealing with the long-term effects of the respective 

hazardous situation at the workplace was carried out. 

3.2 Classification in the state of research on the effects of political imprisonment 

In order to be able to classify the long-term health effects of forced labor, the 

consequences of political imprisonment must first be considered as a superordinate 

phenomenon. In medical research, it is undisputed that imprisonment for political 

reasons has a negative impact on the mental health of those affected. The associated 

experience of traumatic stress can lead not only to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 

but also to depression, addiction disorders, suicide attempts, anxiety, sleep and eating 

disorders. Furthermore, former political prisoners are also exposed to a greater risk of 

cardiovascular and inflammatory diseases as well as metabolic and autoimmune 

diseases. A research project carried out at the Charité in Berlin has demonstrated these 

general findings for political imprisonment on the basis of comprehensive studies, 

including those imprisoned for political reasons in the GDR. On the basis of a comparison 

with the average population, the researchers were able to prove that former political 

prisoners were subject to a sometimes greatly increased risk of all suspected physical 

and mental illnesses, despite gender-specific differences. 55 

This preliminary study builds on these findings, but goes beyond them in its approach. 

The following explanations are based on the assumption that the health problems 

suffered by former political prisoners are not only caused by the traumatic stress caused 

by the prison situation, but also by the specific conditions under which the prisoners had 

to perform forced labor during their imprisonment. 

3.3 Employment of prisoners in chlorine plants I and III in the VEB Chemiekombinat 

Bitterfeld (CKB = chemical combine Bitterfeld) 

A particularly vivid example of the health-threatening conditions of forced labor in the 

GDR is the deployment of prisoners from the Bitterfeld Prison to work in the chlorine 

plants of the Bitterfeld chemical combine (CKB). The chemical industry in the GDR, 

especially in the so-called chemical triangle of Halle-Leipzig-Bitterfeld, had been based 

on the abundantly available natural resources of central Germany such as potash, 

limestone and lignite since the Weimar Republic. The processes used for their extraction 

destroyed the landscape and polluted the groundwater. The chemical processing stages 
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were cost-intensive and required high investments in the construction and maintenance 

of filter systems as well as environmentally sound management of the waste products. 

As a result, the international trend moved away from coal-based processing towards 

petrochemicals, which used crude oil and natural gas as raw materials. The VEB 

Petrolchemisches Kombinat Schwedt (Petrochemical combine Schwedt) was founded in 

1958. The Leuna plant was expanded. In view of the planned replacement of coal 

chemistry by Soviet crude oil in the medium term, the carbon plants were “driven on 

wear and tear”. 

This meant that their maintenance was neglected and unavoidable new construction 

was reduced to a minimum. As a result, vast numbers of auxiliary staff had to be 

“installed” in the relatively highly automated systems to compensate for their high 

susceptibility to faults. 

This applies to almost all areas of carbon chemistry (lignite mining and electricity 

generation, limestone mining, the carbide and chlorine processing stages). The oil crises 

that occurred in the 1970s also made natural gas and oil, which had previously been 

purchased cheaply from the “friend country”, more expensive. The price of oil tripled 

within a few years. Both in the energy sector and in the chemical industry, the GDR now 

resorted to carbon chemistry despite plants that had actually been written off. Despite 

high wage payments staff left the lignite industry and the combines in Buna and 

Bitterfeld. They were replaced by members of the National People's Army (NVA) (mostly 

construction soldiers), prisoners and so-called contract workers (often summarized 

under the term „special workers (SAK)“56 

A small number of prisoners were already working at the CKB at the end of the 1960s. 

As part of a cooperation agreement between the combine and the Bitterfeld Prison, their 

number was greatly increased in 1974. Up to 111 prisoners had to work in chlorine plants 

I and III, where conditions were particularly miserable and hazardous to health (as in the 

VEB Kombinat Chemische Werke Buna in Schkopau). In Plant I, their employment lasted 

until 4 December 1989; in Plant III, it ended significantly after its modernization in 1986. 

Plant II does not appear in the files in connection with prisoners. Plant IV was built in the 

mid-1970s and was considered modern and secure. A considerable number of the 

prisoners deployed were political prisoners.57 
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3.3.1 Description of the production process 

For a better understanding, the production process of the Chlorine plants I and III is 

outlined below. Chlorine is a highly aggressive and reactive gas. It was used episodically 

as a poison gas during the First World War, but was later substituted by various war 

gases. The best-known application of chlorine is in the plastic material polyvinyl chloride 

(PVC), which was used for many decades. Due to specific additives PVC has proved 

unsuitable for applications such as household articles, food processing etc. and has been 

increasingly replaced by other plastic materials since the 1970s. However, there is an 

almost incalculable number of other processes in which chlorine acts as a starting 

material. In this respect, the Bitterfeld and Buna chlorine factories were among the core 

areas of the chemical industry.58 

The chlorine production process is very simple: a large container is filled with a solution 

of (usually) rock salt (sodium chloride). Electrodes are immersed in the solution and a 

low voltage is applied to them. The chlorine dissolves from the sodium and rises as a gas 

at one of the electrodes. If it is possible to collect all of the chlorine without any of it 

escaping into the air, the first part of the process has been successful. Hydrogen rises at 

the other electrode. This must also be completely collected. If it were released into the 

room air, highly explosive oxyhydrogen gas would be produced. In this case, one spark 

would be enough to cause an explosion. However, the two gases must not mix. 

Otherwise, chlorine oxyhydrogen gas would be produced, which can also explode under 

the exclusion of oxygen. Caustic soda remains in the tank, which can be used together 

with the chlorine to manufacture chemical products. 

Further parameters must be optimized for the practical design of the production plants, 

such as power consumption, required quality of the end products and assessment of 

environmental hazards. There are therefore four basic types of chlorine production 

plant. These basic types do not need to be explained here, as the so-called amalgam 

process was used in the two Bitterfeld chlorine plant I and III, where prisoners had to 

work (as in Buna). In this process, an amalgam mixture of sodium or potassium and 

mercury is produced at the mercury cathode. The amalgam is then washed out with 

water in a so-called decomposer, whereby alkali solution (sodium or potassium 

hydroxide) and hydrogen are obtained. The remaining mercury is returned to the 

process.  
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SIMPLIFIED PROCESS DIAGRAM OF CHLORINE PRODUCTION USING THE AMALGAM PROCESS 

 

 

LEGEND/DESCRIPTION: 

1 POWER SUPPLY THROUGH GRAPHITE ANODES. THESE HAD TO BE ADJUSTED MANUALLY AT REGULAR 

INTERVALS. THE VOLTAGE WAS SAFE, BUT THE PROXIMITY TO THE VAPORIZING EQUIPMENT WAS 

DANGEROUS. 

2 CHLORINE END PRODUCT. AS LONG AS ALL PIPES AND THE REACTION TANK WERE TIGHT, THERE WAS 

NO DANGER. HOWEVER, THE PIPELINES RAN FOR SEVERAL KILOMETERS THROUGH THE FACTORY. 

THERE WERE APPARENTLY REPEATED INCIDENTS WITH ESCAPING CHLORINE. 

3 THE STARTING PRODUCT WAS A SALT SOLUTION (MAINLY SODIUM CHLORIDE). LEAKING PIPES COULD  

CAUSE IRRITATIONS TO THE EYES AND MUCOUS MEMBRANES. 

4 THE MERCURY-AMALGAM CYCLE RAN IN THE BASEMENT. BOTH OFFICIAL REPORTS AND EYEWITNESS 

ACCOUNTS MENTION EXTREMELY LARGE QUANTITIES OF LEAKED MERCURY. 

5 THE END PRODUCT CAUSTIC SODA (THERE ARE VARIOUS NAMES) WAS HIGHLY DANGEROUS AT A 

CONCENTRATION OF APPROX. 35% AND CAUSED BURNS TO THE SKIN, EYES AND MUCOUS 

MEMBRANES FOLLOWED BY A LONG HEALING PROCESS. 

6 END PRODUCT HYDROGEN. A HIGHLY EXPLOSIVE GAS. NO HYDROGEN DEFLAGRATIONS WITHIN THE 

PLANTS ARE KNOWN TO DATE. 
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3.3.2 Health hazards during chlorine production 

The health hazards mentioned in the previous section are summarized below. Chlorine, 

caustic soda and mercury are the main health hazards in connection with chlorine 

production. While the first two substances are only briefly discussed, the explanations 

concentrate on the long-term health effects of mercury. Hydrogen and the used highly 

concentrated brine (salt solution) are excluded from the presentation. 

Chlorine 

Provided that the systems are properly maintained, chlorine production is not harmless, 

but in principle it is controllable. The majority of chlorine accidents still occur today in 

the areas of storage, transportation and applications (swimming pools, pulp mills).59 

According to contemporary witnesses, there were sporadic cases of chlorine outbreaks 

in production in the GDR. Christian Sachse, a Buna worker in 1973, reported experiencing 

two outbreaks every few months. With regard to chlorine, precautionary measures must 

be taken, especially in the event of accidents (e.g. burst pipes, defective valves, 

deflagrations). These include 

• forced ventilation of the entire hall, 

• open escape routes, 

• gas masks or at least safe retreat rooms, 

• protective goggles (chlorine attacks the eyes), 

• regular training in the event of an accident, 

• work regime analogous to production facilities at risk of explosion. 

Irregularly occurring accidents at the end users of the chlorine within the CKB (chemical 

combine Bitterfeld) and the 25-kilometer-long pipe network are not considered here.60 

Caustic soda 

Caustic soda is dangerous for eyes and skin even in low concentrations (5%). In the 

amalgam process, the concentration of caustic soda is already very high in the reaction 

tank. Today's safety data sheets warn of “severe skin burns and serious eye damage” as 

well as the inhalation of aerosols. Protective suits are prescribed and unprotected 

persons must be kept away.61 Caustic soda was mainly released through defective pipe 

systems and during repair work. 
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Mercury 

Mercury poses the greatest risk of both acute and chronic damage to health in chlorine 

production. Health problems with a high number of poisonings, suspected occupational 

illnesses and several deaths from mercury poisoning were already known and 

documented in GDR times.62 

Workers at CKB (chemical combine Bitterfeld) were exposed to mercury primarily 

through the vapors generated during the production process. In addition, they also came 

into contact with the liquid waste products (caustic soda, water), which always contained 

mercury residues. However, this was (as in Buna) only the case in exceptional cases (e.g. 

during maintenance and repair of pipe bridges), so that this area is not taken into 

account here. 

Until the second half of the 1980s, the reaction tanks in Plants I and III had to be regularly 

readjusted manually. During this work, which affected every single cell several times a 

day, mercury vapors escaped into the room air, which is why the air had to be monitored 

to ensure that a specified maximum workplace concentration was not exceeded. The 

mercury was in various states (amalgam, metallic mercury) at the bottom of the tank. 

There, the substances were moved by pumps in a circulation system. Large quantities of 

metallic mercury could escape from the circulation system (pumps are mechanically 

susceptible) or from leaking tanks. 

In metallic form, mercury is relatively harmless even in large quantities. However, toxic 

vapors of high toxicity are produced by evaporation even at room temperature. A 

distinction must be made between acute and chronic poisoning. The temperature above 

the tubs was up to 60°C, which accelerated evaporation extremely. As the mercury 

vapors also partially condensed again, the metallic mercury could condense in the 

workshop and in work clothing and be carried very far. As mercury vapors are heavier 

than air, areas close to the ground and basements in particular must be monitored. The 

following precautionary measures must be taken: 

• Forced ventilation, open escape routes, 

• Monitoring of all production rooms and ancillary rooms (toilets) for 

concentrations of mercury vapors, 

• when working with metallic mercury, especially in basements: full protection, gas 

mask, 
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• for all other work: Ban on eating and smoking in the production hall, strict 

separation of work and travel clothing (black and white separation), strict 

hygiene regulations (intensive showering, washing hands before eating), 

• strict separation of work clothes in laundries, 

• regular urine and blood tests. 

Inhaled mercury vapors are absorbed by the lungs and almost 80 percent of them enter 

the bloodstream, where they are rapidly distributed throughout the body. The remaining 

20 percent is given off after a short time.63 The inhaled mercury vapors not only 

accumulate in the kidneys and liver, but also break through the blood-brain barrier, 

which is supposed to protect the sensitive brain metabolism from harmful influences, 

and therefore has a direct effect on the central nervous system. Some of the mercury 

remaining in the body is metabolized, oxidized and transformed into various forms of 

inorganic mercury.64 

Acute and chronic mercury poisoning 

Mercury in its various forms acts as a powerful cellular and protoplasmic toxin that 

damages the human body in many places simultaneously. Acute mercury poisoning 

caused by inhaling large quantities results in a variety of symptoms. According to a leaflet 

published by the Federal Office for Occupational Safety and Health, these include 

shortness of breath, coughing, chest pain, chills, nausea and vomiting. Very high levels 

of inhaled mercury gas can also lead to bloody diarrhoea, death of the mucous 

membranes (mucosal necrosis) in the small and large intestine and kidney dysfunction.65 

With prolonged exposure to mercury, a subchronic or chronic form of poisoning can 

develop. In addition to initially occurring general symptoms such as fatigue, headaches 

and aching limbs, this is accompanied by severe psychological, motoric and cognitive 

abnormalities. Psychological consequential damages include, among other things, 

variously pronounced anxiety disorders, mood instability and loss of motivation through 

to a gradual general loss of personality. The musculoskeletal system is frequently 

affected by tremors, which often begin with the fingers and gradually progress to shaking 

movements of the hands, arms, head and legs. In many cases, those affected also suffer 

from sensory disturbances in the trunk and extremities as well as language problems 

such as a slurred speech. In some cases, these symptoms are accompanied by a loss of 

memory.66 
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Current state of knowledge 

A number of scientific studies have investigated the causal relationship between high 

mercury exposure in the workplace and chronic health problems.67 Two studies in 

particular allow conclusions to be drawn about the long-term health consequences of 

forced labor in chlorine plants. In 2010, Hermann Bubke published a study in which he 

investigated the effects of long-term mercury exposure on workers in the extraction of 

natural gas in Salzwedel, Saxony-Anhalt, between the 1970s and the early 1990s. He 

came to the conclusion that the majority of workers who had high concentrations of 

mercury in their blood or urine during their work suffer from health problems today. He 

found out that those affected were also exposed to other highly toxic substances such 

as lead or lithium. Ultimately, however, he holds long-term exposure to mercury 

primarily responsible for the health damage, which is why the latter should be 

recognized as an occupational disease.68 Howard Frumkin and a number of other authors 

pursued a similar question in their study from 2001, in which they looked at the health 

consequences of long-term exposure to mercury among workers in an American 

electrolysis factory. They also came to the conclusion that the affected workers suffered 

from far more health problems than a comparison group, with the degree of severity 

depending on the duration of exposure and the maximum dose of mercury ingested. 

According to Frumkin and his co-authors, many of the mercury-related symptoms 

diminish over time, but can still be measured years after the end of exposure.69 

3.3.3 Description of the real production plant and the protective measures, 

combined with injury reports and a description of the exposure of the 

prisoners 

In the chlorine plants I and III, the prisoners produced chlorine, caustic soda and 

hydrogen using the amalgam process. The prisoners' main task was to clean the tanks 

and to check and replace the graphite anodes when they were worn out. This was hard 

and difficult work, as a large number of screws (in each of the 156 baths there were 16 

beams with 30 bolts each) had to be loosened again and again and under a high power 

input.70 (Attachment 37 and, in contrast, Attachment 38) In addition, the prisoners were 

also used for repair work.71 

The production facilities in chlorine plants I and III had been built around 1936. According 

to an MfS (Ministry for state security in the GDR) report, production there had taken 

place “without any significant new investments since that time. Therefore, according to 
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the responsible managers, the termination of production has been discussed several 

times in recent years due to signs of wear and tear.” However, a central decision was 

made to continue production “until 1990 and beyond”.72 Due to their obsolescence, the 

production facilities were extremely dilapidated, meaning that accidents were a daily 

occurrence. Small explosions in the electrolysis tanks occurred again and again, releasing 

toxic chlorine vapors and spraying caustic soda lye. Although the caustic solution did not 

cause any chronic illnesses, it may have led to permanent eye damage and scars. The 

danger posed to the prisoners by such accidents was enhanced by the fact that there 

was no functioning ventilation system.73 Although a forced ventilation system was 

supposedly installed in 1982 to extract and clean the air containing mercury and replace 

it with fresh air74, the few photos that exist of the production hall do not show any 

evidence of this. (Attachment 39) Until 1981, the doors were also walled up and passive 

air circulation was further impaired by screens.75 

The greatest danger to the prisoners came from contact with mercury. This occurred 

mainly in two places in the production hall. Above the vats, mercury vapor was produced 

due to the high temperatures and it concentrated in the air. In the basement, all reaction 

substances including mercury ran together in pipes on the ceiling. The mercury escaped 

from damaged pipes and porous rubber seals, evaporated and collected in gaseous form 

on the floor, as mercury vapor is heavier than air. The mercury vapor condensed back 

into liquid mercury on the floor, forming so-called little balls in the cracks of the 

dilapidated floor, and in some cases also forming veritable puddles. In all situations, 

bodies and clothing were contaminated with mercury. 

Instead of repairing the obvious damage to the production plant and protecting the 

prisoners in this way, the management countered this problem by forming special groups 

of prisoners who at first had to flush the mercury away with water hoses and then collect 

it in buckets or metal bottles.76 These bottles could weigh up to 30 kg, which shows the 

large amount of mercury leaking out. A quote from Dr. Karl Ender, who was appointed 

environmental officer at CKB (Chemical combine Bitterfeld) in 1990, shows just how 

great the environmental impact of these leaks was: 

“There were times when there were large puddles of mercury on the floor of the 

electrolysis plant, so people had to be assigned to sweep up the mercury with 

dustpans and hand brushes. It always forms little balls. These were then filled 

into buckets and returned to the circuit. About 200 to 300 grams per ton of 
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chlorine produced went into the environment. [...] So we released about 4 to 5 

tons of mercury per year into the rivers via the wastewater. “77 

The danger posed to the forced laborers by the mercury that was released resulted not 

only from the dilapidated production facilities, but above all from the gross disregard of 

the occupational health and safety guidelines that also applied in the GDR. The prisoners 

were not sufficiently informed about the dangers of mercury, nor were they provided 

with protective clothing and respiratory masks.78 (Attachment 40) In addition, the usual 

strict separation of work clothes and uniforms (the so-called black/white separation) was 

not observed. The prisoners were transported directly back to the prison at the end of 

their shift and only there they could change their clothes.79 This not only led to 

contamination of the prisoners' accommodation with mercury, but also of the buses 

used to transport the prisoners.80 For 1984, it is also reported that the work clothes and 

towels were not changed for two weeks and that the towels were “better cleaning 

rags”.81 

The management of the CKB (Chemical combine Bitterfeld) was aware of the dangers 

posed by the escaping mercury. Although increased mercury levels in the air were 

determined during measurements - in the early 1980s, the levels in the vats were 

sometimes 14 to 16 times higher than the legally prescribed maximum82 - those 

responsible made little effort to improve working conditions. Until 1982, not even the 

serial blood and urine tests of prisoners were carried out despite the fact that they were 

actually prescribed and had already been ordered83 by the MfS (Ministry for state 

security of the GDR): 

“According to a letter from the Ministry of Public Health dated January 29, 1982, 

prisoners had to undergo a monthly mercury test with regard to their urine and 

blood. This instruction was overruled by the general directors of the VEB 

Chemiekombinat Bitterfeld (chemical combine Bitterfeld) and the VEB Chemische 

Werke Buna (chemical factory Buna) on February 18, 1982, by raising an 

objection against this letter to the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Chemical 

Industry. “84 

After four weeks of investigations had finally begun, 109 prisoners had to be “taken out” 

from the production process between January 1982 and March 1983 because the 

mercury levels had exceeded the limit values. In this case, “removal” meant being 

assigned to a different workplace until the blood and urine levels were back below the 
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limit values. With an occupancy rate of 116 prisoners, the number of “removals” was 

probably relatively high.85 Another report for the period of January to April 1983 

summarizes: “Taking into account the normal departures of 32 prisoners, practically [...] 

2/3 of the prisoners in this area were exchanged within 4 months.” It was suggested that 

no more political prisoners (who were imprisoned because of their attempt to escape 

from the GDR) should work in the chlorine factories.86 

The mercury exposure of the prisoners who had to work in the chlorine factories 

remained high despite temporary transfers to other work areas. Justus Vesting 

summarizes the situation in 1986: 

“The evaluation of almost 50 certificates of analysis from December 1985 to 

December 1986, on which the measurement results of the urine tests were 

recorded, revealed that the prescribed limits were repeatedly exceeded. The 

critical value of 500 μg of mercury per liter of urine was exceeded in 25% of the 

prisoners, and in two of them it was even more than twice as high. “87 

The drastic effects of this exposure became apparent in 1980 and 1981, when two 

prisoners working in the chlorine factories were confirmed to have died of acute mercury 

poisoning.88 One of the prisoners still had 1,520 μg of mercury per liter of urine after 

being transferred to hospital. The maximum permissible value in the GDR was 200μg/l.89 

The Ministry for State Security (MfS) subsequently found extensive deficiencies and 

violations of occupational health and safety guidelines, but the economic benefits of the 

plant were considered too important to stop production.90 Thus, even after the deaths, 

the chlorine factories at CKB (Chemical combine Bitterfeld) continued to operate largely 

unchanged and the prisoners' mercury exposure remained high.91 A medical dissertation 

from 1984 shows that this was a structural problem in GDR industry. The author Peter 

Wetzel describes the sometimes extreme levels of mercury contamination in chlorine 

factories and, with regard to Buna, for example, reports on a so-called „Hg [mercury] 

collector“ who was found to have a value of 5747 and a furnace operator who was found 

to have a value of 3505 μg/l urine. ”92 Against this background, it is not surprising that 

serious violations were again uncovered at CKB (Chemical combine Bitterfeld) and in 

Buna factory in 1986. Unsealed barrels of “enriched mercury sludge” were found in the 

basement of the CKB production facility. The prisoners were forced to continue 

production “under special precautions”.93 
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The catastrophic working conditions in the chlorine factories caused massive damage to 

the health of some of the prisoners. Holger Rossmann, for example, a political prisoner 

who had to work in the chlorine factories for twelve months, reported that he had 

suffered from severe concentration disorders since his imprisonment and was therefore 

unable to complete his studies.94 

3.3.4 Summary 

Intensive contact with chlorine was already recognized as an occupational disease (BK 

81) in the GDR. After 1990, an occupational injury caused by chlorine and mercury to a 

worker who had been employed in chlorine production for a long period of time was 

heard by the Berlin/Brandenburg State Social Court (LSG).95 The case is, of course, very 

individual and will therefore not be discussed here. According to a decision by the LSG 

Saxony-Anhalt, the claim of a former prisoner was rejected in 2010, despite the 

consultation of an expert. This decision is apparently based on a lack of detailed 

knowledge of the court. For example, it did not take note of the mercury concentrations 

recorded around 1980. Although an interpretation of the decision is extremely 

interesting due to the reference to the rehabilitation laws, it cannot be provided here.96 

How should the risk of former prisoners suffering long-term health damage from 

working in the chlorine factories be assessed from a scientific perspective? On the one 

hand, it should be noted that the test persons examined in the two studies on mercury 

often worked in their professions for very long periods of time, whereas the prisoners 

concerned generally only had to work in the CKB chlorine plants for a few months or 

years.97 On the other hand, the studies make it clear that exposure to mercury vapors in 

high concentrations generally leads to damage to health. As described above, the 

mercury levels in the chlorine plants at the prisoners' workplaces were in some cases 

extremely far above the maximum workplace concentrations (MAK) valid in the GDR 

(which in turn were far higher than the currently valid values). Taking these findings 

together, a causal link between forced labor and the health impairments described today 

by those affected is highly probable. It is therefore necessary to systematically examine 

the former forced laborers for signs of chronic mercury poisoning and, in the event of 

positive findings, to provide them with appropriate assistance and compensation 

without delay. 
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3.4 Employment of prisoners in the electroplating department of VEB Metallwaren 

(MeWa (metal goods)) Naumburg 

In the 1980s, conditions in the electroplating production department of VEB 

Metallwaren (MeWa) Naumburg were demonstrably hazardous to health. Prisoners 

from the Naumburg Prison had to produce door fittings and hinges for the company 

MeWa Naumburg from as early as 1963. At the end of the 1970s, the product range 

there was expanded to include casters for the feet of furniture, swivel chairs and pull-

out rails. (Attachment 41) A significant proportion of these products were produced for 

export, primarily for the Swedish furniture chain store IKEA. In many cases, the prisoners 

used for forced labor were political prisoners, most of whom had been convicted of 

attempted escape from the GDR (in 1974 this applied to 286 out of a total of 720 

prisoners, and in 1989 it still applied to 30 out of 468 prisoners). From the mid-1970s, 

the prisoners were deployed both inside the prison in a specially equipped barrack and 

in several outside work areas and had to carry out a variety of different activities. These 

included not only punching, drilling, filing, deburring and assembling metal parts, but 

also coating them with various metals using electroplating technology. In September 

1989, 57 prisoners were working in three brigades in this area.98 

The working conditions prevailing in the electroplating plant at MeWa Naumburg can 

only be understood against the background of the specific situation in which the 

industrial companies of the GDR found themselves in the 1970s and 1980s. Evidence of 

this is provided by a decision of the GDR Council of Ministers in 1981, which was 

preceded by a comprehensive investigation of all major electroplating plants.99 As this 

was a classified Confidential Classified Document (VVS), it can be assumed that the 

situation was described reasonably realistically. Since 1977, the associated inspections 

had revealed that the pollutants and toxins produced in the operation of galvanic plants 

had been released into the regional drinking water reservoirs by around 150 companies 

each year. In the first half of 1981 alone, 22 drinking water supply hazards occurred, 

affecting 37,200 inhabitants. The report lists the heavy metals “cadmium, mercury, lead, 

nickel, chromium, cobalt, zinc and tin” as the main hazards. The report states the 

following about an expert opinion from the Geology Department of the Leipzig District 

Council: “At VEB Galvanotechnik Leipzig (a galvanic company in Leipzig), cyanides and 

chromates are leaking into the groundwater from worn-out equipment, posing a major 

risk to a number of businesses and facilities such as Milchhof Leipzig (a dairy farm), VEB 

Turmbräu (a brewery), the hotels ‘Astoria’ and ‘Merkur’ and others. In the upper 



3.4 Employment of prisoners in the electroplating department of VEB Metallwaren 
(MeWa (metal goods)) Naumburg 

 

41 
 

groundwater in the area of this operation, the permissible limit values of 1 mg/l 

chromates and 10-20 mg/l cyanides are significantly exceeded.” It proved necessary to 

constantly pump out the contaminated groundwater and to switch to deeper layers for 

drinking water. The conclusion was: “The facilities in question would have to be closed.” 

A further report from 1988 leads to the conclusion that, with the exception of the 

protection of the groundwater from this immediate danger, no further investments were 

made.100 

The electroplating production area of MeWa Naumburg was located together with the 

paint shop outside of the Naumburg plant in a separate production hall. According to 

contemporary witnesses, in addition to a dip tank used for pre-treatment of the 

workpieces, the production hall had two so-called automatic loading machines for 

coating the small parts with chrome and nickel. (Attachment 42) This was a crane system 

that was used to immerse racks filled with small parts in several electrolyte and rinsing 

basins. The prisoners' task was to hang the workpieces in these racks and, after they had 

passed through the various dipping tanks, to remove them again and pack them on 

pallets.101 

It can be assumed that electroplating by prisoners at MeWa - in contrast to the Zschopau 

motorcycle factory, for example - had the character of a small-scale production. This 

means, for example, that protective devices were improvised rather than used as 

standard (this can be seen to some extent in historical photographs).102 A photo from 

1974 (VEB Noremat Nossen) shows such small-scale production and the associated 

protective measures.103 (Attachment 43) 

3.4.1 Description of the production process 

In order to assess the credibility of contemporary witness reports with regard to the 

working conditions at MeWa Naumburg, the technological process of chrome plating is 

outlined below with a focus on the potential hazards directly at the workplace. This can 

be divided into three steps: 1. pre-treatment, 2. electroplating, 3. post-treatment. 

1. Pre-treatment consists of removing grease and other deposits from the surface 

of the workpieces and making them receptive to the metal coating. An immersion 

bath (tank) is used for this purpose. In a second step, the surfaces are chemically 

“roughened” again (pickling). The substances that can be used vary (acids, alkalis, 

organic substances), but all cause skin and eye irritation. Protective gloves, 
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possibly protective clothing, eye and face protection are necessary. Touching the 

wet, unrinsed workpieces causes - depending on the chemical -, more or less 

intense skin irritations. In case of injury, a doctor should be consulted. Some 

protective measures can be neglected using closed, well-maintained systems. 

Today, chemicals are also gradually being replaced. After degreasing and pickling, 

the workpiece is rinsed with clear water. If rinsing residues get into drinking water 

or waters, this can pose a serious threat to humans and wildlife. Waste water 

treatment and the return of “unused” chemicals to the process (recycling) is a 

problem that occurs in all technological stages. 

2. As a rule, the workpieces are already suspended in this state in special racks, 

which are immersed in the baths with the electrolyte and electrically bonded. 

The electrical voltage required for this is only a few volts and is also completely 

harmless in connection with liquids. A special mixture of chromium (VI) acid and 

sulphuric acid is used for electroplating. The dangers posed by these substances 

are described in detail in section 3.4.2. The chromium in the electrolyte migrates 

under the effect of the electrical voltage in the direction of the inserted 

workpieces and attaches itself to their surface. The racks are then removed from 

the galvanisation bath. 

3. After completion of the electroplating process, the toxic reaction liquids are 

removed in a third tank by rinsing with particularly pure water. Depending on the 

process, the wet workpieces that emerge from the last rinse may be highly 

contaminated with residues of the electrolyte (in this case chromium (VI) acid) 

or other toxic chromium compounds, which is why the waste water must be 

subjected to special treatment and direct skin contact must be avoided. 

PROCESS DIAGRAM 
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3.4.2 Health hazards during electroplating 

The health hazards mentioned in the previous section are summarized below. 

Degreasing and pickling 

Strong acids and alkalis are used. Skin contact with undiluted substances is only to be 

feared during maintenance of the systems. The diluted substances are dangerous for the 

eyes and permanent skin contact (e.g. when loading and unloading workpieces). 

Galvanizing bath 

At least two substances are used: chromium (VI) acid and sulphuric acid. Chromium (VI) 

acid is highly toxic. The lethal dose for adults is 1 to 2 grams. Symptoms of poisoning are 

described as “hemoptysis, cyanosis, aspiration or cardiac standstill”. Skin contact, 

penetration into the eyes and mucous membranes must be avoided. Therefore, long 

rubber gloves (up to the elbow), aprons or protective suits, suitable waterproof footwear 

and safety goggles are used as protective measures. A further hazard comes from 

aerosols. Their formation is described as follows: Gaseous hydrogen is produced in the 

electroplating bath in a side reaction when sulphuric acid is added as a reaction enhancer 

for technological reasons. This by-product has proven to be difficult to control. The rising 

hydrogen bubbles are harmless if an oxyhydrogen reaction can be ruled out. However, 

they burst on the surface of the bath and take with them microscopically small droplets 

of toxic chromium (VI) acid, which spread as aerosols in the air we breathe. Chromic acid 

aerosols are known to be carcinogenic substances, although the “degree of danger” is 

assessed differently.104 The World Health Organization (WHO) confirmed as early as 1958 

that chromium (VI) compounds are dangerous and set a limit value of 0.05 mg/l in 

drinking water. For this reason, the reaction vessels in modern plants are largely closed 

and have a suction device with a connected filter system. The formation of bubbles is 

reduced by additional wetting agents. If forced ventilation is installed in the production 

hall, damage to the workplace is at least minimized.105 Further strong irritant effects in 

this type of chrome plating are also attributed to the aerosols of sulphuric acid. It is not 

least because of these aerosols that electroplating operations now require a permit. 

Rinsing 

After rinsing, there is a possibility of contact with highly diluted, but still demonstrably 

highly toxic residues of the electrolyte or by-products. Such waste water must be purified 
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at great expense. Continuous skin contact during discharge work is likely to lead to skin 

damage of unknown type and extent. 

Current state of knowledge 

Damage caused by handling chromium (VI) compounds, in particular during 

electroplating, has been recognized as occupational disease no. 1103 in the Federal 

Republic of Germany since 1981. Dusts, fumes, vapors and mists can be harmful to 

health. The eyes, skin, gastrointestinal tract, respiratory tract, kidneys, liver, bone 

marrow and central nervous system can be affected.106 

The health risk posed by high exposure to chromium VI compounds in the workplace is 

confirmed by a number of recent studies and specified with regard to various symptom 

groups. A comprehensive overview that reflects the current state of research is provided 

by a double study published in the USA in 2021.107 For this large-scale meta-analysis, the 

authors evaluated the publications of various national health authorities as well as the 

results of numerous studies with human and animal test subjects. The study concludes 

that exposure to chromium VI compounds in the workplace poses an enormous health 

risk to the workers concerned. 

They not only confirm the risk of chronic diseases of the upper respiratory tract (ulcers 

and nasal septum perforations), the lungs (pulmonary fibrosis, asthma, chronic 

obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD)) and the skin (“chromate ulcers”, allergic 

eczema), but also show the possibility of other incurable diseases due to a chromium VI-

related disruption of the immune system.108 Furthermore, the authors of the study show 

that chromium VI compounds can cause lung, nasal and sinus cancer and possibly also 

stomach and laryngeal cancer.109 In addition to the dose level, the duration of exposure 

is decisive for the risk posed to workers by chromium VI compounds. On the one hand, 

the authors state that the subjects of the studies they included had generally worked 

with such chromium compounds for many years and that the health risk, especially with 

regard to cancer110, increases with increasing duration of employment.111 On the other 

hand, they also note that, for example, in animal experiments with chromium-

contaminated water, changes in the blood of the animals or toxic effects of the chromium 

could be detected after only a few weeks.112 

In addition to chromium VI compounds, other hazardous substances are used in 

electroplating. In addition to the various acids, these mainly include nickel compounds. 

According to various scientific studies, these are far less toxic than chromium VI 
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compounds, but nevertheless pose a considerable health risk to the respective 

worker.113 The protective measures required for this are similar to those for the use of 

chromium VI compounds and, in addition to the prescribed edge extraction on the 

process container, may also include its covering or the use of a ventilation system.114 

3.4.3 Description of the real production plant and protective measures, combined 

with injury reports and a description of the exposure of the prisoners 

Working in the electroplating production area at MeWa Naumburg was extremely 

dangerous for prisoners, as they were largely unprotected against the chemicals used 

there. The prisoners came into contact with these chemicals in two ways: via the surface 

of their hands when hanging up the still dripping wet electroplated workpieces, and via 

the air in the room, in which the aerosols escaping from the electrolyte baths 

accumulated. According to consistent eyewitness reports, the plant management took 

virtually no measures to ensure any kind of occupational safety. For example, there was 

neither an edge extraction system on the feeding machines nor were wetting agents 

used to reduce the escaping emissions. Furthermore, there was no window or technical 

system for the supply of fresh air, meaning that ventilation was only provided via a single 

pipe on the ceiling of the production hall. The problem of the highly contaminated indoor 

air was exacerbated by the fact that the passageway to the neighboring paint shop was 

open and the vapors released there were also drawn into the production hall. Despite 

intensive research, it was not possible to obtain any official information on the 

contamination of the indoor air in the production hall with the chemicals released, but 

contemporary witnesses believed they were living in a veritable “poison kitchen”.115 

According to contemporary witnesses, another serious deficiency was the lack of 

suitable protective clothing. For example, the forced laborers working at the loading 

machines were given fabric gloves, but these were soaked through within a very short 

time, so that they were unable to protect their hands. In addition, the plant management 

had not provided the urgently needed breathing masks or face or body protection. The 

prisoners, moreover, had not received any danger briefing before starting their work. 

According to the contemporary witnesses, they simply had no way of protecting 

themselves from the effects of the chemicals.116 

The immediate consequences of the lack of occupational safety were serious accidents 

such as chemical burns to the eyes, hands and other parts of the body caused by acid 

splashing out. Frank Herrmann, a witness at the time, reported an incident in which he 
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got the chemicals used for electroplating in his eye and suffered severe pain as a result. 

He was only very lucky to have escaped permanent damage.117 On the other hand, daily 

contact with the chemicals led to further health problems after a short time. During his 

time at MeWa Naumburg, Dirk Meinert had to remove the galvanized workpieces from 

the racks while they were still wet and pack them on pallets. He reports that eczema and 

skin rashes developed on his hands and forearms after a short time and that he also 

developed a chesty cough.118 Dirk Jangel even lost consciousness after six months at 

work and developed extremely severe nosebleeds.119 

In Dirk Meinert's case, his symptoms persisted even after his imprisonment. In a 

telephone interview, he described how even today, more than 40 years after the end of 

his work at MeWa Naumburg, he still suffers from numerous symptoms. These included 

not only severe skin problems such as psoriasis and eczema on his hands and frequent 

cracking of the skin, but also a reduced lung volume and a persistent chesty cough.120 

3.4.4 Summary 

If we apply the current state of knowledge to the conditions prevailing in the 

electroplating plant at MeWa Naumburg and the long-term health problems reported 

by the prisoners, we come to a similar conclusion to the previous example of the chlorine 

factory at the CBK (chemical combine Bitterfeld). On the one hand, the prisoners used 

at MeWa Naumburg were generally only exposed to the dangerous chlorine-VI 

compounds for a few months or years, which is a relatively short period of time 

compared to the test persons in the various scientific studies. On the other hand, due to 

the lack of any protective measures, the chromium VI compounds had an unhindered 

effect and therefore probably in high doses on the forced laborers. This is shown not 

least by the fact that the prisoners often developed symptoms of respiratory and skin 

diseases during their imprisonment, in addition to the chemical burns caused by 

accidents. Exposure to other chemicals used in galvanization/electroplating, especially 

the various acids and nickel compounds, also had an important effect. Although these 

were less dangerous than the chromium VI compounds, they enhanced their harmful 

effects. Taking these factors into account, it is highly probable that there is a causal link 

between the prisoners' work in galvanization and the long-term health damage reported 

by those affected. Against this background, it is absolutely necessary not only to 

systematically examine the former prisoners for signs of chromium-related damage, but 
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also to sensitize them to the risk of cancer and provide them with the necessary medical 

preventive measures. 

3.5 Employment of prisoners in the Cottbus Prison on behalf of the VEB 

Sprelawerke Spremberg 

(a company where special laminate panels bonded with synthetic resins were produced) 

Prisoners at the Cottbus Prison repeatedly spoke of their work in the department of 

Sprelawerke, which they claimed was hazardous to their health. The research literature 

assumes that prisoners carried out work orders for VEB Sprelawerke Spremberg (Sprela) 

in a workshop on the grounds of the Cottbus Prison between 1973 and at least 1987. At 

times, prisoners may also have been directly involved in the production of Sprelacart 

panels at VEB Sprela.121 The working conditions in the “Sprelacart” workshop are 

described below. 

3.5.1 The production 

Production took place in a small hall (ceiling height probably approx. 3 meters, small 

barred windows). No traces of a ventilation system can be seen on the historical photos. 

(Attachment 44) A circular opening with a maximum diameter of 60 cm indicates a single 

ventilator. There were various machines in the room (lathes, drills, saws) with which 

blanks (bushings and bearings) were cut to a prescribed size. Machining processes were 

used (grinding, drilling, milling). The blanks consisted of a hardened mixture of resins 

and paper or fabric. 

3.5.2 The material used 

As VEB Sprelawerke produced the plastic material Sprelacart, it was assumed for a long 

time that the prisoners in Cottbus Prison had to process Sprelacart. However, the 

preliminary materials kept in the exhibition of the Human Rights Centre Cottbus (MRZ), 

so-called semi-finished products (Attachment 45), which were also recognized as such by 

the prisoners, were not made of Sprelacart. This was the result of a chemical analysis 

commissioned by the MRZ.122 

3.5.3 Laboratory results 

The laboratory came to the conclusion that the samples were a hard paper material 

consisting of a fabric and a resin as a composite material. In the GDR, these materials 
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were referred to as laminates in accordance with TGL 15372 (1.7.1976).123 The paper or 

fabric used for this purpose was probably largely harmless, as long as it was not asbestos 

paper. In the 1980s, VEB Sprelawerke manufactured bushings (plain bearings) from Hgw 

(hard fabric) 2088 and 2028 (see data sheet for TGL 6558/03 dated January 1, 1983).124 

Phenol-cresol is specified as the resin used. In the laboratory analysis commissioned, 

“increased concentrations of p-cresol” were detected accordingly. In total, the 

laboratory found around 20 substances with a similar effect “in appreciable 

concentrations”. Outstanding concentrations were recorded for p-cresol, 2,4-xylenol and 

phenol. 

3.5.4 Acute and chronic hazards 

The Gesis substance database attributes the following main acute effects to phenol, p-

cresol and 2,4-xylenol (slightly differing): “strong irritant and corrosive effect on mucous 

membranes and skin, risk of severe eye damage, disruption of the central nervous and 

cardiovascular systems, damage to kidneys and blood.” Phenol is also attested to have 

the following chronic pathogenic effects: “gastrointestinal and nervous disorders, 

damage to kidneys, liver, blood, tissue changes. ”125 Probably to avoid the worst acute 

consequences, the prisoners were given milk every day (this practice is also known from 

other facilities with production conditions that were harmful to health).126 

3.5.5 Desiderata of Analyses 

Neither the exposure of the workers via the room air nor via the dust generated during 

production could be sufficiently taken into account by the laboratory analysis. However, 

these constituted a significant impact factor, which could possibly assume considerable 

proportions with a prison term of 18 months and almost daily 8-hour disposition. For 

this reason, statements from affected prisoners are included here: “The room was 

shrouded in a thick fog of fine plastic dust. And the closer you got to the machines, the 

thicker this cloud of dust became around the workplace. We had to sweep every evening. 

There would be about 1/2 cm of fine dust that had settled out of the air. We stood in the 

Sprela hall in this thick fog of dust and had to unscrew plastic pipes. “127 There are several 

reports about the lack of an extraction device. It is clear that the hard fabrics caused a 

large amount of dust during machining processes (sawing, turning). A Cottbus prisoner 

reported “routine X-rays of the lungs”.128 They were obviously aware of the dangers of 
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dust exposure. It must be taken into account that prisoners were usually exposed to this 

situation for months to years. 

Another potentially pathogenic factor could be the fact that the chips or dust produced 

briefly heated the plastics to several hundred degrees. The resulting chemical changes 

are not clear. Various eyewitness reports suggest that chemical changes occurred during 

the machining process: “The odor was described as a mixture of cooling/lubricating oils 

and burnt plastic. ”129 

In the event of a fire, which can possibly be used for comparison, irritant or toxic smoke 

or gases with similar properties to those described above are produced according to 

current knowledge. 

3.6 List of hazardous substances 

In the course of the research, a number of other hazardous substances became known 

with which prisoners came into contact during forced labor without adequate 

protection. The following overview lists these substances as well as those already known, 

the prisoners' activities associated with them and the possible damage to health that 

may have resulted. This is a preliminary list which would have to be verified, expanded 

and differentiated in a main study. 

Acting substances Activity/source Possible damage to health 

Chlorine Chlorine 

electrolysis/amalgam 

process 

Among others damage to the lungs and 

respiratory organs130 

Mercury Chlorine 

electrolysis/amalgam 

process 

Shortness of breath, cough, chest pain, chills, 

nausea, vomiting, bloody diarrhea, mucosal 

necrosis in the small and large intestine, 

kidney dysfunction131 

Sulphur compounds Coke smelting 

plants, ironworks 

Research still outstanding 

Acetaldehyde 

Acrylic aldehyde 

Glutaral (Glutardialdehyde) 

colophony 

Propan-2-ol 

Propionaldehyde (Propanal) 

Soldering work Among others irritation of the eyes and skin, 

chemical burns132 

Fluorine Aluminum 

production 

Research still outstanding 
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Caustic soda 

cadmium 

chromium 

• chromic acid 

cyanides 

• hydrogen 

cyanide(hydrocyanic 

acid) 

• arsenic 

nickel 

lead 

vanadium 

trichloroethene 

zinc 

Electroplating 

processes 

Chemical burns133 

Among others dermatitis 

Cancer (esp. lung cancer) (genotoxic and 

carcinogenic effects) 

Ulceration in the nasal area 

Asthma134 

Sulphuric acid 

Nitric acid 

Hydrochloric acid 

Hydrofluoric acid 

Phosphoric acid 

Pickling process 

during electroplating 

Irritation of the respiratory tract due to 

vapors, 

Sensitization of the skin135 

Perchloroethylene Cleaning work Research still outstanding 

Alkylphenols Work with hard 

paper material 

Acute: attack of the mucous membranes and 

skin, effects on the cardiovascular system; 

chronic: allergic skin diseases; long-term: 

genetic mutation136 

Formaldehyde Work with hard 

paper material 

Acute: irritant effect on respiratory tract, 

irritant up to caustic effect on eyes and skin 

chronic: nervous skin; disorders, damage to 

kidneys, liver, blood, tissue alteration; long-

term: carcinogenic, genetic mutation137 

3.7 Employment of prisoners for Esda in the Hoheneck Prison 

Another, completely different example of the health-threatening conditions of forced 

labor in the GDR prison system is textile production in the Hoheneck Prison. In Hoheneck 

Castle, which was used as a women's prison from 1950, the prisoners initially had to 

carry out general work such as heating the ovens. Gradually, however, workshops were 

set up in the prison, creating an infrastructure for the systematic exploitation of the 

imprisoned women. The companies profiting from the forced labor included the VEB 

ELMO combine and the VEB Waschgerätewerk Schwarzenberg (a company where 

washing machines were produced). However, the main focus of forced labor in Hoheneck 
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was on the manufacture of various textile products. In addition to the VEB 

Strumpfkombinat Esda, the VEB Kombinat Oberbekleidung Lößnitz (a company where 

outerwear was produced) and the VEB Planet Wäschekonfektion Eppendorf (a company 

where underwear was produced) also had production facilities there. As already 

explained for the Esda complex, in Hoheneck and the associated work departments 

production took place primarily for export to West Germany from the 1960s onwards. A 

large proportion of the female prisoners were sentenced for political reasons.138 In the 

workshops in the north wing of the prison, they mainly had to carry out sewing work. 

This included converting old police and army uniforms into prisoners' clothing or 

uniforms for the armed forces of the GDR as well as attaching seams to tights and bed 

linen.139 

3.7.1 The health hazards of sewing work 

The following section is dedicated to the health risks to which sewing workers are 

generally exposed. Following a brief description of a typical sewing workplace, the 

specifics of sewing work as a form of manual activity are explained. This is followed by 

an explanation of the current occupational health and safety standards for sewing 

workplaces and a summary of the latest research findings on the health risks that may 

arise if these are not observed. 

Structure of a sewing workstation 

A sewing workstation essentially consists of a table with a sewing machine on it and a 

chair on which the sewer sits while working. At modern sewing machine workstations, 

the table is height-adjustable so that you can also work standing up. On one side (usually 

the left) of the sewing machine table, the raw material is placed on another table, in a 

container or on the floor. On the other side, there is usually a container or table for the 

finished sewing product.The worker (usually a woman) can usually reach both the raw 

material and the container or table for the finished product without having to leave her 

sitting or standing position in front of the sewing machine table. 

Sewing work as a manual activity hazardous to health 

Sewing work falls under the category of manual activities, which, according to the 

Federal Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, places high demands on the 

musculoskeletal system: “Manual work processes are a type of stress with uniform, 

repetitive movements and exertion of force. The activities are usually carried out in a 
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stationary position while sitting or standing. They can cause discomfort and irritate the 

eyes, tense muscles and wear out the joints. “140 Two regions of the body are particularly 

affected by this strain: the upper extremities or the hand-arm-shoulder system and the 

complex of the spine and legs. The upper extremities are a functional unit consisting of 

bones, muscles, tendons and nerves, which enable fast and precise actions in a wide 

range of movement and strength, but are also extremely susceptible to failure. Manual 

work predominantly strains the smaller muscle groups of the hand-arm-shoulder 

system, which can easily lead to overloading and incorrect loading. If no effective 

recovery breaks are taken, this can lead to general complaints such as unspecific neck, 

shoulder or arm pain as well as clinical pictures such as carpal tunnel syndrome, 

degenerative joint changes or diseases of the tendons and tendon sheaths. The spine 

and legs are exposed to increased strain during manual activities such as sewing machine 

work, as the head, torso and legs must be kept still for precise work. This constant 

posture leads to painful muscle fatigue, which is avoided by “slouching” and other 

incorrect postures. This can lead to tension in the lumbar spine and various illnesses. In 

this context, chronic diseases of the bursa caused by constant strain on the spine are 

recognized as occupational diseases because of permanent pressure (BK No. 2105), 

pressure damage to the nerves (BK No. 2106) or hypothenar-thenar hammer syndrome 

(BK No. 2114).141 
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FIGURE: NON-ERGONOMIC SEWING WORKPLACE WITH IDENTIFICATION OF AREAS OF INCREASED HEALTH 

RISK. SOURCE: DGVU: ERGONOMICS AT SEWING WORKPLACES.142 

Occupational safety measures for sewing workplaces 

In order to minimize the health risks posed by sewing work, one-sided and monotonous 

strain must be reduced as far as possible and changes of posture to the most favorable 

body positions must be encouraged. According to a guide published by the German 

Social Accident Insurance (DGVU), ergonomic optimization of the sewing workstation is 

essential. The following working conditions must be provided: 

• Table surface size and shape adapted to the sewing material, 

• Sufficient adjustability of the sewing table (in height and inclination) for 

adaptation to body dimensions and type of sewing task, 

• Use of an armrest, 

• good visibility in the working area of the sewing needle, 

• good operability of the foot control and other operating elements while sitting 

or standing, 
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• a suitable and adjustable work swivel chair that allows dynamic sitting and is easy 

to move to the workstation, 

• Ensuring freedom of movement for sitting and standing postures, 

• Consideration of different working heights when sitting and standing when 

providing materials, 

• Ensuring optimal lighting at the sewing workstation depending on the color and 

brightness of the material and thread, the activities at the workstation and its 

surroundings.143 

In addition to the ergonomic design of the workplace, the following measures are 

necessary: 

• Ensuring a healthy air temperature, 

• Separation/shielding of neighboring workplaces with noise emissions, 

• promoting the health-oriented behavior of employees by instructing them on the 

correct use of ergonomic work equipment and practicing their use as well as 

offering physical training and balancing sports or gymnastics at the workplace.144 

Current state of knowledge 

If these and other measures are not taken into account when designing sewing 

workplaces, negative health consequences are extremely probable. Numerous scientific 

studies have shown that sewing workers are at risk of numerous illnesses, especially in 

developing countries and emerging markets with very low occupational health and 

safety standards. Sewing work has a particularly negative impact on the musculoskeletal 

system of female workers. Various studies have found that more than half of them suffer 

from persistent pain in the back (up to 60 percent), neck (up to 60.7 percent) and 

shoulders (up to 50.2 percent). Muscle weakness was also frequently recorded in the 

areas affected by work (21.5 percent), general muscular discomfort (68.1 percent), 

numbness (43 percent) and stiffness (25.9 percent).145 

The causes of musculoskeletal complaints are diverse. The greatest influence is 

attributed to ergonomic risk factors. Due to unsuitable work equipment (non-adjustable 

tables, chairs without backrests, material dispensing at an unsuitable height), sewing 

work is usually carried out in unhealthy postures (bent and twisted). This puts excessive 

strain on the back and neck in particular. Furthermore, the wrists and elbows are also 

affected, as the same hand movements are performed over and over again when 

operating the sewing machine.146 This excessive strain is exacerbated if sewers work for 
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many hours at a time and do not take adequate breaks (3-5 minutes per hour worked). 

If the workers suffer from pre-existing physical conditions, the risk of neck pain in 

particular increases.147 

In addition to these physical factors, musculoskeletal complaints also result from the 

high psychological strain of sewing work. Stress caused by a high workload (e.g. payment 

per workpiece and not per hour) or a lack of social support from colleagues has a 

demonstrably negative effect on the musculoskeletal system.148 The reason for this is 

that work-related stress increases muscle tension and reduces blood flow to the muscles, 

thereby reducing both their performance and their ability to regenerate. Micro-injuries 

and overloading become more likely. In addition, psychological overload also has a 

negative effect on posture, thus exacerbating the physical risk factors.149 

In addition to ergonomic risk factors and stress, the environmental conditions in sewing 

factories, particularly the air temperature, can also have a negative impact on the health 

of workers. Temperatures that are too cold during work trigger the body's protective 

reflexes, such as hunching over, which increases muscle strain, particularly in the back 

and neck. Temperatures that are too warm also lead to increased stress and faster 

fatigue, as the body has to use additional resources to regulate body temperature.150 

The physical, psychological and environmental factors listed do not only damage the 

health of sewers with regard to the musculoskeletal system. A meta-study from 2021 

lists numerous other complaints caused by sewing work. In addition to gynecological 

problems (including cervical cancer, infertility), neurological complaints (including 

headaches, tremors), respiratory problems (including asthma), digestive problems 

(including hyperacidity, heartburn), these include cardiovascular problems and eye 

problems.151 

How high is the risk of sewers suffering from one or more of these health complaints in 

the long term? A study from 1989 came to the conclusion that the illnesses typical of 

sewers are not just acute or short-term complaints. Rather, female workers at sewing 

machines are also affected by more long-term physical limitations than a comparable 

group of female workers.152 The occurrence of long-term health problems, especially to 

the musculoskeletal system, depends above all on the duration of sewing work. For 

example, the probability of sewers suffering from chronic neck and shoulder problems 

increases from 1.8 or 1.5 (for a period of employment of up to 7 years) to 2.5 or 4 (for a 
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period of employment of 7-15 years) to 3.4 or 6.8 (for a period of employment of more 

than 15 years) compared to the normal population.153 

3.7.2 Description of the real production conditions, combined with prisoners’ 

reports of injuries 

The working conditions of the female prisoners used in textile production in Hoheneck 

Prison were harmful to their health in several respects. On the one hand, this concerned 

the environmental conditions. Former inmates reported not only permanently high 

levels of dust due to inadequate ventilation in the workrooms, but also extremely cold 

temperatures in winter and unbearable heat in summer. A considerable heat load of up 

to 60° C room temperature came from the so-called hot molders, who were put up in 

the same hall and were used to shape nylon stockings. This work, which was described 

as harmful to health, cannot be discussed here.154 

Secondly, the sewing stations were completely inadequately equipped. 

Despite the fact that height-adjustable chairs had been necessary for the sewing work, 

female prisoners had to carry out their work on simple, straight, hard and unsprung 

wooden chairs or non-adjustable swivel chairs.155 As the use of cushions was not 

permitted,156 the inmates tried to find the chair that best suited their height by trying 

out different workstations and securing it for themselves from their fellow inmates at 

the start of each shift. 

However, as these attempts were not necessarily successful, prisoners had to operate 

their sewing machines in a bent position for many hours. 157 

Despite these conditions and the poor condition of the outdated sewing machines, very 

high and in many cases unachievable work standards were imposed on the women. In 

1988, for example, the prisoners were supposed to assemble 287 bed covers or 674 

pillows at the side seams in a single shift. If the women did not reach this quota, they 

were banned from shopping, receiving parcels or visiting or had to rework the missing 

pieces in their free time. In addition, the forced laborers were hardly allowed to take 

breaks. Even going to the toilet during working hours was regulated or at times 

completely forbidden by the guards.158 

The negative consequences of the working conditions in Hoheneck Prison were diverse. 

The high standard requirements resulted in enormous psychological pressure, which not 

only had a negative impact on the women's mental health, but also on their physical 
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well-being. Contemporary witnesses reported symptoms such as palpitations, insomnia, 

loss of appetite and dizziness. As a result of the unergonomic conditions, the prisoners 

often suffered from pain in their torso and upper body after a short time. This usually 

affected the back and spine, but in many cases also the neck, shoulders and arms. The 

longer the shift lasted, the more severe the pain became. In some cases, these symptoms 

were also accompanied by dizziness and migraines.159 While some of the former forced 

laborers made a full recovery after the end of their imprisonment and the 

musculoskeletal complaints in particular disappeared, others continued to suffer from 

pain.160 

3.7.3 Summary 

Looking at the working conditions in the sewing room at Hoheneck Prison from the 

perspective of scientific studies on the health effects of sewing work in developing and 

emerging countries, a causal link between the physical complaints reported by former 

Hoheneck women and the prison work at the time is likely. On the one hand, it should 

be noted that the risk of chronic damage to the musculoskeletal system from sewing 

work only increases with longer periods of employment. On the other hand, the physical 

and psychological strain on the prisoners in Hoheneck was extremely high despite their 

comparatively short period of employment of only a few months or years. The workers 

were not only exposed to extremely adverse external conditions (cold, heat, dust) and 

had to carry out their work with completely unergonomic work equipment (chairs, 

tables), but were above all exposed to extreme stress due to the extremely high standard 

requirements and the threat of sanctions in the event of non-compliance. Depending on 

the physical and mental constitution of the individual prisoners, this constellation could 

have led to permanent damage. It is therefore urgently necessary to systematically 

examine the former prisoners for the wide range of possible health problems caused by 

sewing. 

4 Conclusion and outlook 

This preliminary study forms a basis for a longer-term main study. On the basis of the 

collected findings, both subject areas, supply chains and health impacts, should be 

investigated systematically and as comprehensively as possible. The resources required 

for this include the personnel costs for two research assistants (TV-L E 13) and two 
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student assistants, as well as travel costs for archive research. It is estimated that the 

project will take around 30 months to complete. 

With regard to thematic area I, the supply chains identified in the preliminary study are 

to be supplemented by any missing parts or, with regards to other producers or end 

customers. In addition to state archives, company archives would also have to be located 

and analyzed. 

In particular, there is evidence that forced labor in GDR prisons and in external work 

departments concerned large parts of the GDR's planned economy.161 It can therefore 

be assumed that more products and product supplies flowed into GDR export goods than 

previously assumed and documented. Within the Esda and ELMO complexes alone, 

further supply chains for certain brands and products from the GDR could be 

reconstructed. According to current knowledge, it can be assumed that the VEB 

Elektromotorenwerk Hartha, for example, supplied miniature motors for West German 

home entertainment electronics. The toy, furniture and chemical industries of the GDR 

are still insufficiently researched fields of forced labor and represent a profound 

desideratum for research. A general difficulty lies in the lack of access to the export and 

foreign trade documents of both German states, which are important for supply chains 

to the Federal Republic of Germany. In addition to the reports of former forced laborers, 

the (undoubtedly problematic) contemporary testimony of the industrial, combine and 

company nomenklatura as well as West German decision-makers should also be 

included in the investigation. 

With regard to health effects, it is planned to investigate all hazardous substances 

identified by the end of the preliminary study with regard to their effects on the health 

of those affected. To this end, wide-ranging research would be conducted into the 

working conditions under which the respective substances were released. Similar to the 

procedure for chronic mercury poisoning and chromium VI compounds, the research 

literature and eyewitness accounts would have to be evaluated and the relevant archives 

at federal, state and, if necessary, district level would have to be searched for relevant 

records from the GDR authorities. In the case that no toxicological studies are available 

on individual substances, it is planned to interview occupational physicians from relevant 

state occupational safety institutions or research facilities. In addition to the issue of 

toxic substances, there are plans to investigate consequential damage to health resulting 

from disproportionately heavy physical work carried out without the usual aids. In 

addition to the clothing industry, other sectors such as the German Reichsbahn (German 
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railway company) and lignite mining should also be examined. In turn, the working 

conditions would first have to be investigated and then compared with the current 

findings of occupational health and safety and medicine with regard to their health 

consequences. As a result, the main study would provide a comprehensive overview of 

the exploitation of political prisoners in the GDR for the benefit of the German-German 

trade based on the supply chains for a large number of products. At the same time, it 

could provide information on the extent to which there are causal links between forced 

labor and the long-term health impairments of those affected. The project could thus 

create a scientific basis for realigning the state support and compensation system for 

those affected and, in this way, make the announcements by the federal government in 

the coalition agreement162 a reality.  
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Attachment 1 

Export order to Steiniger for Albrecht Einkauf oHG, dated 15.09.1988.  
Source: SächStAC, 31362/ EA 5833, n.p. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 2 

Delivery note/receipt, dated 11.05.1989.  
Source: SächStAC, 31362/EA 5833, n. p. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 3 

Dispatch preparation for EA 91209, dated 28.04.1989.  
Source: SächStAC, 31362/EA 5833, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 4 

Extract from letter from TextilCommerz to the company VEB Feinstrumpfwerke Esda, dated 
17.01.1989. Source: SächStAC, 31362/EA 5833, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 5 

(Extract) “Minutes of the consultation between the head of the BDVP Potsdam and the directors 
of the parent company of the AEB (companies where prisoners had to work) in the Brandenburg 
Prison on 13th March 1986”, dated 01.05.1986 
Source: Brandenburg State Archives, 471/BDVP PdM 1723, o.P. 
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Attachment 6 

(Extract) Minutes of the business trip to the Federal Republic of Germany, undated [June 1988].  
Source: SächsStAC, 31000/297 2, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 7 

Message from WiCo to ELMO Grünhain, dated 16.08.1988. 
Source: SächsStAC, 31000/297 2, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 8 

Stamped plan of a „Single-phase standard motor“ from Scheppach.  
Source: Sächs-StAC, 31000/ 297 2, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 9  

Note Krause [ELMO] to Bartel [WiCo], dated 21.06.88.  
Source: SächsStAC, 31000/297 2, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
 

 
  



Attachments 

70 
 

Attachment 10 

(Extract) from consultations after a visit of Mr. Hellwig (director), dated 16.06.1988. 
Source: SächsStAC, 31000/297 2, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 11 

(Extract) „Measures for evaluating the LFM (delivered quantities)“, dated 11.04.1988.  
Source: SächsStAC, 31000/297 2, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 12 

„Order Pollmeier 2264“, dated 29.04.85. 
Source: SächsStAC, 31000/297 2, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 13 

„AA-Message No. 24/85 to FLP“, dated 29.04.85.  
Source: SächsStAC, 31000/297 2, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 14 

(Extract) „Information sheet on talks and negotiations with foreign partners”, dated 
07.09.1977. Source: SächsStAD, 11648/Nr. 2.0031, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 15 

(Extract) Agreement between Hoheneck Prison and VEB ELMO Grünhain, dated 09.04.1976.  
Source: SächsStAC, 31000/192 3, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 16 

(Extract)) „Annual business report 1979“.  
Source: SächsStAC, 31000/307 5, o. P. (Saxon State Archives) 
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Attachment 17 

Extract „Esda-complex“ - Supply chain using the example of women's tights “Sayonara” 
 

 
  



Attachments 

78 
 

Attachment 18 

Extract „ELMO-complex“ – supply chain using the example of motors from VEB ELMO 
Grünhain 
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Attachment 19 

Export turnover of the photochemical combine, including the magnetic tape factory 1970 - 
1985. Source: Karlsch: Die AGFA-ORWO-Story, S. 174. (The AGFA-ORWO Story, p. 174) 
 

 
 
Attachment 20 

Notification of complaint about audio cassettes K 60 Cr02 by the West German company 
Magna dated 18.8.1982.  
Source: Preparation material for the complex report 1983, in: AIFW, GD 1796, o. P. 
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Attachment 21 

Proof of (numerically small) exports of cassettes K 60 LN during the first 8 months in 1981.  
Source: Letter from Magnetbandfabrik to Fotochemisches Kombinat, dated 12.09.1982, in: 
AIFW, GD 1792, o. P. 
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Attachment 22 

View of the labor camp directly adjacent to the magnetic tape factory. The upper picture 
dates from 2008, the lower one probably from the 1980s. 
Source: Manfred Buchta's collection. 
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Attachment 23 

Female prisoners during assembly and packaging at the Wolfen magnetic tape factory. 
Source: Manfred Buchta’s collection. 
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Attachment 24 

Proof of the participation of the prisoners (referred to here as special workers (SAK)) in the 
production of the K60 LN, K60 Chrom, KR) cassettes intended for export.  
Source: Determinations from protocols Rele [sic!] on 1.4.82 and complex report on 24.5.82,  
in: AIFW, GD 1796, o. P. 
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Attachment 25 

Planned expansion of the use of prisoners in the magnetic tape factory until 1985.  
Source: Expansion of the audio assembly of the VEB Magnetbandfabrik Dessau and 
expansion of the Dessau penal facility - AST Dokumentation VEB Magnetbandfabrik, 
15.12.1982, in: AIFW, GD 1796, n. p.e  
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Attachment 26 

Overview of production and export of 35 mm SLR cameras  
Source: Jehmlich: Der VEB Pentacon Dresden, S. 178, Grafik 4.6 – 04. (Jehmlich: The VEB 
Pentacon Dresden, p. 178) 
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Attachment 27 

Overview of production and export of 35 mm SLR cameras by year.  
Source: Jehmlich: Der VEB Pentacon Dresden, S. 228, Grafik 8.0 – 03. 
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Attachment 28 

Information about the company Beroflex Kamera-Film-AG, Berlin-West dated 20.02.1974.  
Source: BArch, MfS, HA XVIII/Nr. 35928, S.2. (Federal Archives, Ministry of state security of 
GDR) 
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Attachment 29 

Information about the company Beroflex Kamera-Film-AG, Berlin-West dated 20.02.1974.  
Source: BArch, MfS, HA XVIII/Nr. 35928, S. 4. (Federal Archives, Ministry of state security of 
GDR) 
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Attachment 30 

Information about the company Beroflex Kamera-Film-AG, Berlin-West dated 20.02.1974.  
Source: BArch, MfS, HA XVIII/Nr. 35928, S. 5. (Federal Archives, Ministry of state security of GDR) 
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Attachment 31 

Report about a business trip of the general director of AHB Kamera-Film and the director of 
Pentacon Dresden to West Berlin on 3.10.1975 in order to visit Beroflex 
Source: BArch MfS HA XVIII Nr. 35928, S. 26. (Federal Archives, Ministry of state security of GDR) 
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Attachment 32 

Proof of Praktica sale via mail order catalog  
Source: Neckermann-Catalog, Spring and Summer 1986, p.. 1101. 
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Attachment 33 

Proof of Praktica sale via mail order catalog  
Source: Otto-Catalog, Fall and Winter 1977/78, p. 662. 
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Attachment 34 

Proof of Praktica sales under a changed name via mail order catalog 
Source: Quelle Catalog Spring and Summer 1987, p. 892. 
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Attachment 35 

Proof of Praktica sales under a changed name via mail order catalog. 
Source: Otto-Catalog Fall and Winter 77/78, p. 662. 
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Attachment 36 

Overwiew on parts of „Praktica L“-Models.  
Source: Jehmlich: Der VEB Pentacon Dresden, S. 132. 
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Attachment 37 

Production plant in chlorine-3 operation before the modernisation 
Source: Federal Archives, photo archive, 183-1987-1109-303.  
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Attachment 38 

Production plant in chlorine-3 operation after the modernisation 
Source: Federal Archives, photo archive, 183-1987-1109-302. 
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Attachment 39 

Exterior view of the Chlorine I or III workshop with bricked-up openings, screens and grating 
Source: Borgmann, Reinhard/ Meesmann/Florian: „Den haben sie totgemacht“. (They killed 
him”). Poisons in Prison, documentary for KONTRASTE, from minute 0:11, available at: 
https://www.bpb.de/mediathek/video/688/den-haben-sie-totgemacht/ 
[Stand: 15.02.2024] 
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Attachment 40 

Report of Holger Rossmann (born 9.9.1951)  

“Working conditions  

[...]  

A short time later, on July 7, 1975, I joined the chlorine production department at 

Chlorine I. This was a major change, as the working conditions here were catastrophic 

and very harmful to health. Chlorine production took place in a large hall that was 

hermetically sealed. The windows were barred and there were only a few small openings 

where air could be exchanged, if at all.  

The hall contained electrolysis baths measuring approx. 10 m x 5 m at relatively close 

intervals. These facilities dated from before the Second World War and had not been 

renovated since then. Their condition was correspondingly poor. 

I was assigned to this department as a locksmith. We had to carry out repairs to these 

baths, which were constantly necessary. The temperature at the baths was extremely 

high due to the chemical process inside the bath and the high electrical currents that 

were conducted through large 30 cm thick copper plates, which made the work even 

more difficult.  

Mercury flowed at the bottom of the bath as an electrode. The lye was located above it. 

Many carbon contacts were attached to the lid, which had to be repeatedly adjusted by 

hand so that they remained in permanent contact with the lye. 

The baths were connected by a system of pipes that ran underneath the baths through 

which the lye ran. The chlorine gas produced in the baths was discharged through pipes 

for further processing. There was a rubber seal around the baths, where there were also 

leaks in the upper area, through which chlorine gas often (sic!) escaped, resulting in 

frequent explosions.  

When such an explosion occurred, we were instructed to run quickly to the other side of 

the hall, where there were small window openings through which some fresh air came 

in to avoid the chlorine gas.  

This chlorine gas was very aggressive and immediately triggered a coughing fit.  

Some prisoners who did not get out of the danger zone in time suffered burns to their 

lungs from the chlorine gas.  
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In my time, there were not enough gas masks or protective masks available for such 

cases; only for a few people who had to go to the baths immediately in the event of an 

accident.  

As these baths were very leaky, there was always a strong smell of chlorine. As a result, 

I suffered from constant nausea and loss of appetite  

There were rubber seals around the outer edge of the baths, on which the edge of the 

baths stood. Due to the aggressive alkaline solutions, these rubber seals became porous 

over time and therefore leaked. The mercury then leaked out onto the hall floor, where 

large puddles of mercury formed, which inevitably evaporated at the extremely high 

temperatures in the baths. 

Some prisoners had the task of flushing this mercury away into the cellar with a water 

hose, which was then supposed to run into the cellar, where it was collected in open 

channels. Since this flushing away could not always happen promptly, because it always 

happened at several baths, there was enough time for the mercury to evaporate.  

[...] 

The hall floor was made of concrete, was dilapidated in many places and had formed 

small cracks. The small globules of mercury leaked into the floor and could no longer be 

removed directly.  

At certain intervals, pools were completely dismantled (frame and pedestal) in order to 

replace all the seals. Only the base plates were left standing. 

In the course of the chemical process, a sludge (mercury compounds) had formed on 

these floor plates, which had to be removed by prisoners. This sludge also contained a 

lot of mercury pellets. During this cleaning process, the bath was of course open so that 

lots of mercury vapors could escape. At that time in 1975/76, there were no protective 

measures such as breathing masks for any of this work.  

Among other things, we had to work as fitters under the baths, where the piping systems 

were, and replace defective pipes corroded by acid. We were particularly exposed to the 

fumes during this work because it was very hot there and everything was open at the 

top.  

[...] 
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Rusted bolts were removed from parts such as flanges during various locksmith work. As 

this work could not be done under the bath annex, it was carried out on a workbench in 

the middle of the hall.  

During this work, mercury that was in and on the pipes even got onto this workbench, 

whose worktop was made of wood, on which the mercury pellets could adhere well due 

to the unevenness.  

[...] 

During my time here in Chlorine I (6.7.1975 to 28.6.1976), only prisoners worked in this 

hall. Civilian workers were only very rarely and briefly in the hall to instruct us. Civilian 

employees were not prepared to expose themselves to these health risks, not even for 

a lot of money.  

Therefore, only prisoners who were forced to work there and could not avoid these 

dangers were considered. It was therefore accepted that we prisoners would inevitably 

suffer damage to our health.”  

Source: Archive of the UOKG. 
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Attachment 41 

Furniture fittings manufactured by MeWa in the 1980s.  
Source: BArch, DG 5/4703, o. P. (Federal Archives) 
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Attachment 42 

Drawing of the structure of the electroplating department at MeWa according to Dirk 
Meinert's recollection.  
Source: Dirk Meinert. 
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Attachment 43 

Correct installation, protective clothing and extraction equipment (1974, VEB No-remat 
Nosse). Source: BArch, photo archive, 183-N0718-417. 
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Attachment 44 

Exterior view of Sprela production hall.  
Source: Still image from a documentary by Matthias Katze.  
Katze, Matthias: Das ehemalige Zuchthaus Cottbus, 2000, 
available at https://youtu.be/TZaVunmUe3M?t=82 [as at: 07.02.2024], minute: 1:21. 
 

 
 
Attachment 45 

Semi-finished products from production for VEB Sprela. 
Source: Photos from Christian Sachse, 2022 
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Notes: 

1 See Bülck, Hartwig: Zwangsarbeit im Friedensvölkerrecht (Forced labor under 
international law of peace), Göttingen 1953.  
 
2 cf Wölbern, Jan Philipp: Haftarbeit in der DDR (Prison work in GDR). Eine 
Zwischenbilanz (An interim result), in: Zeithistorische Forschungen 13, 1 (2016), Online 
edition, URL: https://zeithistorische- forschungen.de/1-2016/5331, Print edition pp. 
86–107, here pp. 88–92, 103f. Continuing see Sachse, Christian: Das System der 
Zwangsarbeit in der SED-Diktatur. Die wirtschaftliche und politische Dimension (Forced 
Labor in the SEDDictatorship. The economic and political dimension), Berlin 2014;  
 
3 Cf. Wunschik, Tobias: Knastware für den Klassenfeind. Häftlingsarbeit in der DDR, der 
Ost-West- Handel und die Staatssicherheit (1970–1989)  
 Prison goods for the class enemy. Prison labor in the GDR, East-West trade and state  
 security (1970-1989), Göttingen 2014.  
 
4 Cf. ibid., p. 184. 
 
5 Für die Firma Klawitter & Co. GmbH siehe Protokoll, vom 11.12.1969, Signatur:  
Bundesarchiv (BArch), B 102/105956, o. P.; zur Firma Steiniger GmbH in Puhlheim vgl.  
Export-Auftrag, J. Vorg.-Nr. 61201, vom 20.11.1987, Signatur: (Sächsisches Staatsarchiv 
Chemnitz (SächStAC), 31363/EA 5849, o.P. und zur Firma Salzmann vgl. 
Ausfuhrmeldung, vom 31.05.1989, Signatur: SächStAC, 31362/EA 5833, o. P. 
For the company Klawitter & Co. GmbH see Minutes of 11.12.1969, Signature: 
Bundesarchiv (Federal Archives) (BArch), B 102/105956, o. P.; for the company 
Steiniger GmbH in Puhlheim Cf. Export-Order, No. 61201, of 20.11.1987, Signature: 
(Sächsisches Staatsarchiv Chemnitz (Saxon State Archives Chemnitz) (SächStAC), 
31363/EA 5849, o. P. and for the company Salzmann Cf. export declaration of 
31.05.1989, Signature: SächStAC (Saxon State Archives) 31362/EA 5833, o. P. 
 
6 Vgl. Vermerk zum Besuch von Produktionsbetrieben in der DDR, vom 17.11.1977, 
Signatur: BArch, B 102/331415, o. P. sowie die DDR-Gegenüberlieferung „Bericht über 
die Besuche des Leiters der TSI, Dr. Rösch in Industriebetrieben der DDR in der Zeit vom 
8.–10.11.1977“, Signatur: BArch DL 2/6395a, Bd. 1, o. P. 
Cf. Notes on visiting GDR production facilities dated 17.11.1977, Signature: BArch 
(Federal Archives), B 102/331415, o. P. as well as GDR counterpart “Report on the visits 
by the head of TSI, Dr. Rösch, to industrial companies in the GDR in the period 8-10 
November 1977”, Signature: BArch (Federal Archives) DL 2/6395a, Bd. 1, o. P. 
 
7 Für die 1970er Jahre siehe die Protokolle der Treffen zwischen der TSI und dem 
MAW/H., Signatur: BArch, B 102/443075, o. P. Für die Jahre 1980 und 1983 vgl. 
Wunschik: Knastware, S. 187. 
For the 1970s, see the minutes of the meetings between the TSI and the MAW/H,  

https://zeithistorische-/
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Signature: BArch, (Federal Archives) B 102/443075, o. P. For the years 1980 and 1983 
Cf. Wunschik: Knastware (Prison goods), p.187. 
 
8 Vgl. etwa „Abrufe per 4.4.1988“, vom 29.03.1988, Signatur: SächStAC, 31363/EA 
5849, o. P. 
Cf. for instance „Call-offs as per 4.4.19889”, Signature: SächStAC (Saxon State Archives),  
 31363/EA 5849, o. P. 
 

9 Vgl. Export-Auftrag an Steiniger für Albrecht Einkauf oHG, vom 15.09.1988, Signatur:  
 SächStAC, 31362/EA 5833, o. P. 
 Cf. Export Order to Steiniger on behalf of Albrecht Einkauf oHG, of 15.09.1988, 
Signature: SächStAC, 31362/EA 5833, o. P. 
 
10 Vgl. Lieferschein/Empfangsschein, vom 11.05.1989, Signatur: SächStAC, 31362/EA 
5833, o.P. 
Cf. Delivery note/Receipt, of 11.05.1989, Signature: SächStAC, 31362/EA 5833, o. P. 
 
11 Vgl. Versandbereitung für Einzelauftrag 91209, vom 28.04.1989, Signatur: SächStAC,  
31362/EA 5833, o. P 
Cf. dispatch preparation for single order 91209, of 28.04.1989, Signature: SächStAC,  
31362/EA 5833, o. P 
 
12 Vgl. Schreiben von TextilCommerz an VEB Feinstrumpfwerke Esda, vom 17.01.1989,  
Signatur: SächStAC, 31362/EA 5833, o. P. 
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Hoheneck in the 1980s, and Gabriele Stötzer, who was imprisoned at the end of the  
1970s.  
Cf. telephone call with Hannelore Rutz on 28.11.2023; Stötzer, Gabriele:  
Zwangsarbeitsalltag. Esda sewing unit in Hoheneck women's prison, in: Horch und 
Guck 60  
(2008), pp. 36-39, here p. 39. 
 
156 Cf. Neubert: Schamlos ausgebeutet, p. 85. 
 
157 Cf. Stötzer: Zwangsarbeiteralltag, p. 39. 
 
158 Cf. Schmidt: Zur Frage, pp. 250f. 
 
159 Cf. Neubert: Schamlos ausgebeutet, p. 85; Stötzer: Zwangsarbeitsalltag, p. 38f;  
Telephone call with Rutz 
 
160 Vgl. Hannelore Rutz gab bei ihrer Befragung an, dass sie selbst keine chronischen  
Gesundheitsschäden von der Haftarbeit in Hoheneck davongetragen habe. Gleichzeitig  
seien ihr jedoch Mitgefangene bekannt, die noch immer unter Rücken- und  
Nackenbeschwerden leiden würden. Bestätigt wird dies durch die groß-angelegte  
Befragung von Neubert, bei der vier Frauen angaben, infolge der Näharbeit in 
Hoheneck unter dauerhaften Schäden zu leiden. Vgl. Telefonat mit Rutz; Neubert: 
Schamlos ausgebeutet, S. 85. 
Hannelore Rutz stated in her interview that she herself had not suffered any chronic  
health problems as a result of her prison work in Hoheneck. At the same time, 
however, she was aware of fellow prisoners who were still suffering from back and 
neck pain. This is confirmed by Neubert's large-scale survey, in which four women 
stated that they suffered permanent damage as a result of sewing work in Hoheneck. 
Cf. telephone call with Rutz; Neubert: Schamlos ausgebeutet (Shamelessly exploited), 
p. 85. 
161 Zur Liste der Arbeitseinsatzbetriebe und Kommandos sowie der darin involvierten  
Häftlinge siehe Wunschik: Knastware, S. 289–305. 
For a list of the companies where prisoners had to work and the prisoners involved, see 
Wunschik: Knastware (Prison goods), pp. 289-305. 
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162 Im Koalitionsvertrag heißt es dazu: „Im Einvernehmen mit den Ländern erleichtern 
wir die Beantragung und Bewilligung von Hilfen und Leistungen für Opfer der SED-
Diktatur, insbesondere für gesundheitliche Folgeschäden, passen die Definition der 
Opfergruppen an die Forschung an und dynamisieren die SED-Opferrente.“ Mehr 
Fortschritt wagen – Bündnis für Freiheit, Gerechtigkeit und Nachhaltigkeit. 
Koalitionsvertrag 2021–2025 zwischen SPD, BÜNDNIS 90/DIE GRÜNEN und FDP, S. 88. 
The coalition agreement states: “In agreement with the federal states, we will facilitate  
the application for and approval of aid and benefits for victims of the SED dictatorship, 
in particular for consequential health damage, adapt the definition of victim groups to  
research and make SED pensions more dynamic.” Daring more progress - Alliance for  
freedom, justice and sustainability. Coalition agreement 2021-2025 between the SPD,  
BÜNDNIS 90/DIE GRÜNEN and the FDP, p. 88. 


