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Abstract
This article sheds light on why there was, and why Nazi Germany pursued, only com-

paratively little economic cooperation between the two most important axis partners,

Italy and Germany, during the Second World War. In particular, the article looks more

closely at the two countries’ cooperation in terms of raw materials, crucial to the war

economy: why did Germany not deliver more raw materials to Italy and why did an

underutilized Italian industry not export more manufactures to the Reich? Based on

comparisons with other axis partners and occupied nations, the article argues that

this was primarily the case because Italy could resist German economic pressure and,

in contrast to many other countries in wartime Europe, maintained its sovereignty.

Unlike Italy, these other countries readily (if not always voluntarily) financed larger bilat-

eral German balance of payments deficits at favourable conditions and could not prevent

Germany from implementing and monitoring a rigid raw material regime in their factor-

ies. Under these circumstances, greater economic cooperation with Italy seemed too

costly to German officials and economic experts. Ironically, economic cooperation

between the two Axis partners was so limited precisely because they were allies.

Keywords
Axis, war economy, Nazi Germany

Corresponding author:
Jonas Scherner, Department of Modern History and Society, Norwegian University of Science and Technology

(NTNU), Trondheim 7049, Norway.

Email: jonas.scherner@ntnu.no

Article

Journal of Contemporary History

2022, Vol. 57(3) 553–576

© The Author(s) 2022

Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/00220094221100002

journals.sagepub.com/home/jch

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3990-8548
mailto:jonas.scherner@ntnu.no
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jch
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F00220094221100002&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-22


Allied cooperation during the Second World War is commonly characterized as a
success story. By contrast, the Axis is normally seen as a dysfunctional alliance
driven by national egotisms, without shared political goals and a common strategy,
beset by distrust.1 The Axis alliance, scholars have shown, lacked just those elements
that made the Allies successful, as a joint planning of military campaigns and a
common policy of sharing scarce resources in the field of war economies. In the
course of the war, David Reynolds holds, ‘Germany, Italy and Japan would squander
their advantages through… an overall failure to cooperate.’2 The economic cooperation
between Italy and Germany, the two most important European Axis partners, is consid-
ered especially flawed, to the strong detriment of the Axis’ overall war effort. True, Italy
sent workers to the Reich to mitigate Germany’s huge workforce shortage, and, accord-
ing to official trade statistics, the two countries became each other’s most important
trading partners. But scholarship on German – Italian economic cooperation – sparse
to begin with – paints a rather negative picture.3 Ambitious plans for economic cooper-
ation, such as the creation of an integrated ‘Großwirtschaftsraum’ (economic autarky
sphere) were tellingly never realized.4

Several factors are usually said to have hindered a stronger bilateral economic cooper-
ation, particularly the development of even closer trade relations: shortages, a lack of eco-
nomic complimentary, diverging interests, rivalry, egoism and mutual distrust.5 Some
scholars highlight that the shortage of raw materials and transportation problems
greatly limited the trade of raw materials. The Nazi regime did not ship raw materials
to Italy (although Italy increasingly depended on German supplies from mid-1940)
to the extent it had promised and in 1942 even reduced its deliveries. Instead of cooper-
ating, the two countries competed for scarce raw materials in south-eastern Europe.
Others hold that the underemployed Italian industrial capacity was not further utilized
for German orders because of a dispute about how to finance them and, in particular,
because of a German neo-mercantilist trade policy that sought to maximize exports of

1 See for example, N. J. W. Goda, The diplomacy of the Axis, 1940 – 1945, in: R. Bosworth/J. Maiolo (eds):
Cambridge History of the Second World War, vol. II (Cambridge 2015), 276–300, here 276; 299–300; J. Gooch,
Mussolini’s Strategy, 1939–43, in: J. Ferris/E. Mawdsley (eds): Cambridge History of the Second World War,
vol. I (Cambridge 2015), 5, 132–58, here 136, 158; C. Goeschel, Mussolini and Hitler. The Forging of the
Fascist Alliance (New Haven/London 2018), 190–1; 231, 252.
2 D. Reynolds, The diplomacy of the Grand Alliance, in: Bosworth/Maiolo: Cambridge History of the Second
World War, vol. II, 301-23, here 305.
3 See for example A. Raspin, The Italian War Economy 1940–1943. With Particular Reference to Italian
Relations with Germany (London 1986); M. Rieder, Deutsch-Italienische Wirtschaftsbeziehungen.
Kontinuitäten und Brüche 1936–1957 (Frankfurt/New York 2001), 178-9. On the sparse research on Axis
cooperation, see L. Klinkhammer, A. Osti Guerazzi and T. Schlemmer, Der Krieg der ‘Achse’ – zur
Einführung, in: L. Klinkhammer, A. Osti Guerazzi and T. Schlemmer (eds): Die’ Achse’ im Krieg. Politik,
Ideologie und Kriegsführung 1939–1945 (Paderborn 2010), 11–33, here 16.
4 On these ideas, see M. Fioravanzo, Die Europakonzeptionen von Faschismus und Nationalsozialismus
(1939–1943), Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte, 58 (2010), 509–41; Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 147,
152–5.
5 F. Schinzinger, Kriegsökonomische Aspekte der deutsch-italienischen Wirtschaftsbeziehungen 1934–1941,
in: F. Forstmeier/H.-E. Volkmann, Kriegswirtschaft und Rüstung 1939–1945 (Düsseldorf 1977), 164–81, here
p. 177; Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 127; 167–75; 238; M. König, Kooperation als Machtkampf. Das fas-
chistische Achsenbündnis Berlin-Rom im Krieg 1940/41 (Köln 2007), 97, 105–6; 111; 125–6; 147, 333.
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manufactures and restrict their imports.6 This trade policy, it is argued, made the Nazi
regime reluctant to supply Italy with raw materials so as not to decrease the Italian
import demand for German manufactures. In addition, keeping production in the Reich
meant that goods could go directly to the Eastern front which Hitler considered a far
more important theatre than the Mediterranean. All these interpretations suggest that
Italian – German economic relations were primarily driven by national interest – not
the demands of a joint war effort.

Yet, these interpretations have some serious flaws: First, the hypothesis of raw mater-
ial shortages as a barrier to cooperation is contested; it is not clear whether the Third
Reich could have increased supplies to Italy without reducing its own ability to wage
war.7 The Italian case has not been thoroughly examined in the light of Germany’s
actual raw material supply situation. Second, scholars have not really explored the
claims made by German authorities that their supply decisions were driven by economic
considerations, aiming to maximize the joint output of the Axis. Scholars working on
German – Italian relations often mention a statement of Hitler made during a meeting
with the Italian ambassador Dino Alfieri in late 1940, in which the ‘Führer’ outlined
his ideas of efficient German – Italian economic cooperation.8 In cases, in which raw
materials were not scarce, they should be delivered to Italy to make use of its underuti-
lized workforce and industrial capacities. However, when raw materials were scarce, the
joint output could be maximized by sending Italian workers to the Reich (and German
manufactures to Italy) because of German advances in substitution and conservation.
However, this statement suggesting a division of labour between the Axis partners as
well as similar German claims remain essentially uncommented. Instead some authors
speculate that traditional German export interests may have played a role in proposing
such a division of labour.9 These claims, it is sometimes suggested, were at least
partly instrumental or a pretext. Yet, it is doubtful whether a neo-mercantilist doctrine
really defined Nazi Germany’s trade policy during the war. New findings show that
wartime Germany imported a huge number of manufactures, especially for the
Wehrmacht, from all over Europe.10 To get to the bottom of Italian – German economic

6 Schinzinger, Kriegsökonomische Aspekte, 171–2, 177; Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 118, 147, 200,
239–9. On the financial dispute, see for example, Raspin, Italian War Economy, 332.
7 For proponents of this hypothesis see for example Raspin, Italian War Economy, 270; R.-D. Müller, Albert
Speer und die Rüstungspolitik im Totalen Krieg, in: Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt (ed): Das Deutsche
Reich und der Zweite Weltkrieg, vol. 5/2 (Stuttgart 1999), 275–776, here: 519; for doubts, see the post-war pub-
lication of the Italian Under-Secretary for War Production: C. Favagrossa, Perché perdemmo la guerra.
Mussolini e la produzione bellica (Milan 1946), 224–5.
8 Rieder,Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 200; König, Kooperation, 105. For the document, see Akten zur deutschen
Auswärtigen Politik (ADAP), 1918–1945. Aus dem Archiv des deutschen Auswärtigen Amtes, Serie D (1937–
1945), vol. XI, no. 538, 760–2. For Alfieri’s report to Ciano, see I Documenti Diplomatici Italiani (DDI),
Serie IX, vol. 6, no. 323, 310–12.
9 Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 200. Other authors do not mention Hitler’s reasoning at all, and underline
only his suggestion to supply Italy with manufactures. See for example G. Falanga, Mussolinis Vorposten in
Hitlers Reich. Italiens Politik in Berlin 1933–1945 (Berlin 2008), 171.
10 J. Scherner, Europas Beitrag zu Hitlers Krieg. Die Verlagerung von Industrieaufträgen der Wehrmacht in
die besetzten Gebiete und ihre Bedeutung für die deutsche Rüstung im Zweiten Weltkrieg, in: C. Buchheim/M.
Boldorf (eds): Europäische Volkswirtschaften unter deutscher Hegemonie (Munich 2012), 70–92.
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cooperation, then, requires a reexamination of their bilateral trade relations in a compara-
tive perspective. And was there really, as Hitler claimed, a gap between Italian and
German industries with regard to substitution and conservation? And if so, in how far
were substitution considerations to blame for the low level of cooperation? Would
more cooperation really have maximized the joint war effort, as scholars seem to
assume? Put differently, was Germany’s behaviour economically wise or was it shaped
by different considerations, such as Germany’s post-war export interests or even, as in
the military sphere, by prejudices and stereotypes towards Italy11?

In addressing these questions, the article makes at least three contributions. First, it
deepens our knowledge of the bilateral economic relations between Italy and Germany
during the war, an area that decisively shaped the relationship and the power imbalance
between the two Axis partners. Secondly, by comparing German – Italian economic rela-
tions to Nazi Germany’s economic relations with other countries at the time and by con-
sidering new findings of its strategic raw material policy we can identify more general
factors which hampered or fostered from a German perspective economic cooperation
in wartime Europe. Third, this article challenges the general premise of many scholars
that the lack of economic cooperation weakened the Axis economic war effort; under
the prevailing circumstances and at least from a narrow economic perspective this was
not the case.

The article is structured in four sections. Section I shows that the scope of German raw
material deliveries was not only restricted by a lack of availability and transport problems
but also, exactly as sometimes claimed, by a lack of German willingness. Based on a revi-
sion of Germany’s import statistics I argue in section II that the unwillingness of the Nazi
regime was not caused by a German neo-mercantilist trade policy. In fact, the Nazi gov-
ernment fundamentally changed its trade policy during the war, making the Reich a net
importer of manufactures. Yet, Italy did not considerably benefit from this change; Italy’s
relative importance as a supplier even significantly declined between 1940 and 1943,
especially in favour of occupied countries. As Section III shows this relative decline
owed to the fact that Nazi regime could force the occupied countries to finance
Germany’s net imports, whereas Italy granted only small loans with not very favourable
terms, compared to some allied partners of the Reich and even some neutral countries.
German authorities were also reluctant to supply Italy with more raw materials and to
place industrial orders in the underutilized Italian industry because of a significant
technological gap in terms of substituting and conserving scarce strategic raw materials,
as shown in section IV. Moreover, Germany could not monitor the Italian industry’s eco-
nomical use of scarce raw materials to the same extent as in occupied countries and
smaller Axis countries. Yet, contrary to scholarly opinion, German behaviour did not
undermine but actually maximized the productivity, that is, the efficient use, of scarce
raw materials. Ironically, then, the economic cooperation between the two countries
was limited precisely because they were allies. As the article’s comparative perspective
shows the fact that Italy was not really an economic satellite state and could usually resist

11 For prejudices and stereotypes, see for example, Goeschel, Mussolini, 197, 208, 211.
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German demands, led Germany to abstain from entering deeper economic cooperation
with what was otherwise its closest ally.12

Italian – German economic cooperation – or the lack thereof – can be very well
explored through raw materials. Raw materials were usually comparatively short in the
area dominated by Axis powers just as they are indispensable for war economies.
Without iron ore, copper, nickel and other raw materials, there will be no tanks, shells
or aircrafts; without fuel aircrafts cannot fly, war vessels cannot sail, and tanks cannot
roll. With regard to raw materials, the two Axis partners were only to a limited extent
complimentary.13 In the case of nonferrous metals such as copper and tin, many steel
alloys like nickel, or oil both countries predominately or near exclusively depended on
imports. Since a substantial part of these imports came from overseas both countries
were also extremely vulnerable to sea blockade. Only in the cases of bauxite, pyrites,
coal, mercury and vanadium, of which one of the countries was short, the other
country had abundant deposits or (as was the case with vanadium) large production cap-
acities. As a consequence, both countries had agreed to trade exactly these complimentary
raw materials in case of war.14 Already before the war coal supplies from Germany had
been important for the Italian economy. When Britain threatened to blockade Italy’s coal
supply if it failed to announce its permanent neutrality in March 1940, German guaran-
tees to fully supply Italy with this commodity proved one decisive factor for Mussolini’s
entry in the war on the side of the Reich a few months later.15

Yet, abundance in one country did not necessarily imply sufficient supplies for the
other country. Additional factors like labour shortages and transport capacities con-
strained supplies. As a consequence, German wartime coal deliveries were, as already
during the pre-war period, often in arrears and produced diplomatic tensions between
the two countries.16 The shortage of sufficient transport capacities doubtlessly contribu-
ted to this situation.17 But the Nazi regime also seems to have been unwilling to fully
support its partner because, measured by its energetic level, the quality of the coal
shipped to Italy deteriorated substantially over time.18 One could object, of course,
that coal was indeed short in the German war economy and that Germany eventually

12 For this resistance see König, Kooperation; M. König, Shopping in wartime Italy: On the purchases made
by German troops, tourists, and politicians, 1940/1941, War in History, 28.4 (2021), 848–69. For the interpret-
ation that Italy became after the failure of the Greek campaign increasingly some sort of a satellite see M. Knox,
Mussolini unleashed. Policy and Strategy in Fascist Italy’s Last War, 1939–1941 (Cambridge 1982), 272, 285;
B. Mantelli, ‘Camerati del lavoro’. I lavoratori italiani emigrati nel Terzo Reich nel periodo dell’Asse 1938–
1943 (Florence 1992), 76.
13 Rieder,Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 148; R. Petri, Von der Autarkie zumWirtschaftswunder. Wirtschaftspolitik und
industrieller Wandel in Italien 1935–1963 (Tübingen 2001), 66, 142.
14 See for example Akten zur deutschen Auswärtigen Politik (ADAP), 1918–1945. Aus dem Archiv des
deutschen Auswärtigen Amtes, Serie D (1937–1945), vol. VIII, 4. Protokoll, 637-9.
15 H. Woller, Hitler, Mussolini und die Geschichte der ‘Achse’, in: Klinkhammer et al., Die’ Achse’, 34–49,
here 46; Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 144.
16 Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 208-9, 221, 224. For an overview about bilateral trade negotiations, see
F. Minniti, Le materie prime nella preparazione bellica dell’Italia (1935–1943) (parte prima), Storia contempor-
anea, 17 (1986), 5–40; here 26–40.
17 Woller, Hitler, Mussolini, 45; Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 133.
18 Bundesarchiv [hereafter ‘BArch’] RW 32/3, monthly report no. 13, 31.8.1942, fol. 21.
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almost completely delivered the quantities it had promised. However, there are also
examples of strategic commodities, in which the situation was different, such as steel
and copper. In the case of these commodities, Italy was substantially relying on
German supplies, too. In contrast to Italy, the German steel industry had a sufficient
supply of iron ore during the war because of access to Swedish ores and deposits in occu-
pied Western Europe as well as in the Reich. The steel production of Germany (and the
territories under its control) was limited by labour shortages and not the lack of industrial
capacity. But with steel, too, the Nazi regime did not fully meet its delivery promises and
the quality of the supplies deteriorated.19 In addition, German negotiators did not only
disguise their own supply situation in order to mitigate Italian demands but also pro-
vided outright false information. In early 1942, they justified arrears in the delivery
with a shortage of steel. Yet, this claim is not quite convincing, at least if one does
not rely on the (inflated) demands made by the Wehrmacht. A different story
emerges if we instead analyze the figures on German steel production as well as
steel consumption, the latter of which implicitly consider the workforce constraint
in the German war economy: in 1941, monthly steel production surpassed monthly
consumption by 200,000 tons.20 This was more than enough to cover the shortfalls
of the deliveries to Italy. This was not the only time Germany provided false informa-
tion: in summer of 1942, the German economic minister, Walther Funk, told to the
Italian minister for foreign trade, Raffaello Riccardi, that the Reich had to reduce its
steel exports by 50 per cent given that the German production would have experienced
a ‘massive reduction’ since 1941 but the German armament programs would require an
increasing supply.21 Yet, there was no massive reduction in steel production.22 And
although the Germans tried obscure their production figures, the Italians were quite
aware that the steel supplies they demanded were minuscule compared to the
German production.23

The example of the strategic rawmaterial copper, important for a range of armaments such
as shells or electrical equipment, suggests, too, that the low level of cooperation owed not

19 For the following, see Raspin, Italian War Economy, 264; Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 208f, 221.
20 For these data see, U. Hensler, Die Stahlkontingentierung im Dritten Reich (Stuttgart 2008), 107 Tab. 10;
BArch RW 19/2336; R.-D. Müller, Die Mobilisierung der Deutschen Wirtschaft für Hitlers Kriegsführung, in:
Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt (ed): Das Deutsche Reich und der Zweite Weltkrieg, vol. 5/1 (Stuttgart,
1988), 349–692, here 621, 623. For inflated demands of the Wehrmacht, see for example J. Scherner, Preparing
for the Next Blockade: Non-ferrous Metals and the Strategic Economic Policy of the Third Reich. English
Historical Review (2022) online first. https://doi.org/10.1093/ehr/ceac063. For the supplies promised to Italy,
see for example BArch R 901/112158, Auswärtiges Amt, The current state of German-Italian economic rela-
tions, 27.4.1942.
21 Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 229.
22 In the second quarter of 1942, i.e. when Funk met Riccardi, monthly steel production in Germany was
almost the same as in 1941; only in the first quarter of the year, there was a decrease by 10% compared to
the 1941-average. United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS), The Effects of Strategic Bombing on
the German War Economy (Washington, D.C., 1945), 252, Appendix table 72.
23 Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amtes Berlin [hereafter ‘PA AA’] R 105927, Embassy Rome to
Auswärtiges Amt, 13.2.1942. Generally on the secrecy of German production and consumption figures and
Italian complaints about this, see, BArch R 901/112158, Auswärtiges Amt, The current state of
German-Italian economic relations, 27.4.1942.
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always to physical shortage or (given the very small quantities of supplies demanded by the
Italian government) a lack of transport capacities. When in early 1942 Italy asked the German
negotiators to increase the monthly copper deliveries from 1850 tons to 3000 tons, they
refused.24 German authorities in turn wished to reduce supplies to only 1200 tons; in the
end, Italy had to accept 1650 tons. One could assume that this behaviour was caused by
both countries’ reliance on imports to satisfy their demand, i.e. that the Reich was simply
not able to deliver the amount desired by the Italian government, as indeed German negotia-
tors claimed. Yet, on closer inspection, such an interpretation is too simplistic and even out-
right wrong. In contrast to Italy, Germany had built up considerable stocks when the war
started and in addition to domestic sources such as ores and recycling, it could cover a sub-
stantial amount of its copper needs by metals looted in Western Europe and deliveries from
German-dominated Europe.25 When the Italian government asked for an increase in
Germany’s copper deliveries, German stocks were thus only slightly lower than they had
been in September 1939. Increasing its copper deliveries to Italy from 1942 onwards
would have reduced the ability of the Reich to wage war – based on that raw material –
by about 6 months, or from 29 to 23 months.26 In early summer 1942, Germany’s supply
prospects were even significantly better because the Nazi government had just decided to
replace copper wires across the country with open wires made of aluminium and an iron-zinc
alloy.27 A least at this point of the war, increased deliveries to Italy would have been easily
possible. But the German negotiators even claimed that the Reich’s copper supply had further
deteriorated.28 Due to the German refusal to increase supplies, 14 m. shells produced in Italy
could not be finished; a situation the German authorities were well aware of.29 In early 1943,
the German supply situation had further improved owing, especially to substantial sub-
stitution and conservation measures. From 1943 on, satisfying Italy’s demand (the Italian
government demanded 2,600 tons per month) would have made Germany run short of
copper in the late summer, rather than December, of 1946!30 But instead of supplying
Italy, the German economic administration claimed that the German situation allowed
for no more than 800 tons to be supplied.31 In mid-1943, when German stocks had
grown even larger German negotiators refused to increase the monthly copper deliveries
by 400 tons for the second half of the year unless Italy allowed Germany to run a metal
mobilization – a collection of metal items still in use – in the Italian zone of occupied

24 PA AA, R 105927, Embassy Rome to Auswärtiges Amt, 26.1.1942; Rieder,Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 222.
25 For stocks, see F. Minniti, Le materie prime nella preparazione bellica dell’Italia (1935–1943) (parte
seconda), Storia contemporanea, 17 (1986), 245–76, here tavola 7, 249; Petri, Autarkie, 127, 145; BArch R
3102/3147, Rapid statistical reports on war production, fol. 13.
26 Coverage is calculated on the basis of BArch RW 19/2336 (consumption and supply predictions in early
1942) and BArch R 3102/3147, Rapid statistical reports on war production, fol. 13 (stocks). It is assumed that an
increase of deliveries to Italy would be permanent.
27 J. Scherner, Lernen und Lernversagen. Die ‘Metallmobilisierung’ im Deutschen Reich 1939 bis 1945,
Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 66 (2018), 233–66, here 258–60.
28 BArch R 901/112160, Record of the meeting of the German and Italian Government Committee on 9 July
1942, at the Foreign Office.
29 BArch RW32/5, monthly report no. 10 concerning Italy’s military-economic situation in May 1942, fol. 25.
30 Coverage is calculated on the basis of the method and the data given in Scherner, Metallmobilisierung, 264.
It is assumed that an increase of deliveries to Italy would be permanent.
31 BArch R 901/68724, List I, German supplies, late 1942, fol. 9–10.
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France.32 In other words, the Nazi government could have easily delivered substantially
more copper to Italy without jeopardizing its ability to wage war in the medium term (in
early 1942) or even in the long term (from mid-1942 on). In the case of some other
metals, the situation was similar.

These examples confirm the suspicions of the Italian Under-Secretary for War
Production Carlo Favagrossa that Germany was – at least in some instances – more
unwilling than unable to deliver raw materials.33 But why did the Nazi government ham-
string, or so it seems at first glance, the common war effort and allow the joint armament
output to go un-maximized? Was it because of the German neo-mercantilist trade policy,
i.e. because German authorities preferred to export manufactures, as they had during the
pre-war period? To address these questions, it is necessary to turn briefly to German –
Italian trade relations.

German wartime import data, long used by scholars to analyze German – Italian trade
relations, have recently been shown to have grossly underreported the true size of
German imports.34 Several factors were responsible for the underreporting of German
imports in the official trade statistics. One important reason, and crucial for the examin-
ation of German – Italian trade relations in a comparative perspective, was that from 1939
on imports of the so-called Wehrmachtgut (goods owned by the Wehrmacht or goods
imported to be used directly by the military) were exempt from statistical registration.35

This leads to the stunning insight that goods produced on the behalf of the Wehrmacht all
over Europe, i.e. in Axis, neutral and occupied countries, are only partly included in offi-
cial German trade statistics.36

Revised, and more accurate, data, however, show that German imports were at least
twice as high as those reported in official trade statistics.37 Yet, this was not true for
Italy. Actual imports from Italy between 1940 and 1942 only slightly exceeded those dis-
played in the official German trade statistics and imports from Italy grew significantly
slower than those from many other countries, especially from occupied countries.38 In
contrast to what the official trade statistics suggests, Italy became not more important
as a supplier for Germany during the war; at least prior to its occupation. Nor was it
even ranked high among the most important import countries. According to official sta-
tistics, Italy was Germany’s single most important trade partner. In reality, it was

32 BArch R 901/112162, Italian proposals for the II semester to amend and complete the XI Secret Protocol,
12.6.1943; Record of a meeting on metal issues held on 24.6.1943.
33 Favagrossa, Perché, 224-5.
34 For the following, see J. Scherner, Der deutsche Importboom während des Zweiten Weltkriegs. Neue
Ergebnisse zur Struktur der Ausbeutung des besetzten Europas auf der Grundlage einer Neuschätzung der
deutschen Handelsbilanz, Historische Zeitschrift. 294 (2012), 79–113.
35 Also in the official trade statistics of Germany’s trading partners, armaments were not included. See for
example for Hungary, I.T. Berend/G. Ránki, The Hungarian Economy in the Twentieth Century, (London &
Sidney,1985), 163; for Italy, G. Federico, S. Natoli, G. Tattara, and M. Vasta, Il commercio estero italiano
(Rome 2011), 78.
36 For further reasons, see Scherner, Importboom.
37 J. Scherner, The Institutional Architecture of Financing German Exploitation: Principles, Conflicts, and
Results, in: J. Scherner/E. White (eds): Paying for Hitler’s War. The Consequences of Nazi Hegemony for
Europe (New York 2016), 43–66, here 63, tab. 1.
38 Scherner, Importboom, 112–3.
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less important than the ‘Protectorate’, France, Netherlands and Belgium in 1942.39

This massive decline in Italy’s relative economic importance corresponds to the political
– military power balance between the two Axis partners, which shifted strongly in
German favour from 1940. This decline was the result of the German occupation of
large parts of continental Europe. This clearly affected Italy’s negotiating position
towards Germany when it came to German exports of armaments or raw materials.

Based on revised statistics, it becomes clear that the German import boom did not only
change the rank order of Germany’s most important suppliers but also its import struc-
ture: the Reich became a country that predominantly imported manufactures, i.e. manu-
factures for final use and intermediate products according to the German trade
taxonomy.40 Italy benefitted from the German import boom, enabling the country to
export – as wished during the pre-war period as part of its industrialization strategy –
an increasing share of manufactures.41 Yet, Italy underperformed: whereas its share of
manufactures had been above the average on total German imports before the war,
Italy fell increasingly behind during the course of the war.42

Responsible for the structural change of Germany’s import composition towards man-
ufactures and the reason why more and more countries surpassed Italy as major German
suppliers was primarily the so-called Auftragsverlagerung, i.e. the placement of industrial
orders for manufactures by German companies all over Europe fostered by the Nazi gov-
ernment.43 German companies began placing orders all over Europe starting in 1939; first
in annexed countries, and increasingly from 1940 in occupied, and from 1941 in allied
and even neutral countries.44 If necessary, Germany normally shipped raw materials
and semifinished goods required to carry out these orders to the respective countries.
In order to stimulate its industry to place orders abroad, the German authorities provided
a range of incentives and tried to push companies. Auftragsverlagerung included civilian
products and armaments, but orders on behalf of the Wehrmacht clearly dominated. By
placing civilian orders abroad, German authorities aimed to free up domestic industrial
capacities for armament production and, by using idle capacities of foreign companies,
to avoid unnecessary investments. In the case of armaments, orders were placed predom-
inantly for intermediate goods, not manufactures for final use. This was not, as Italian
authorities believed, due to the alleged German neo-mercantilist policy with a close

39 This applies also for imports in constant prices. For inflation rates, see B.R. Mitchell, International
Historical Statistics, Europe 1750–1993, 4th ed. (London 1998), table H1, 858–9; C. Buchheim, Die besetzten
Länder im Dienste der deutschen Kriegswirtschaft während des Zweiten Weltkriegs. Ein Bericht der
Forschungsstelle für Wehrwirtschaft, Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 34 (1986), 117–45.
40 Scherner, Importboom, 108, Tabelle 4.
41 Import of Italian manufactures during the war is calculated according to the considerations made by
Scherner, Importboom. For the data see, BArch R 3/1626a, Affidavit of Dr. rer. pol. Kurt Hunscha, as evidence
for the Military Tribunal IV in Nuremberg, fol. 48; Scherner, Europas Beitrag, 81, Tabelle 3.
42 In 1942, 55% of total German imports consisted of manufactures, but only 32.7% of Italian exports to
Germany.
43 Scherner, Europas Beitrag; E. Dickert, Die ‘Nutzbarmachung’ des Produktionspotentials besetzter Gebiet
durch Auftragsverlagerung im Zweiten Weltkrieg. Staatliche Regulierung und Verlagerungsverhalten von
Maschinenbau- und Automobilunternehmen, Diss. (Trondheim 2014).
44 For the following, see Scherner, Europas Beitrag; Dickert, Nutzbarmachung.
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eye on postwar competition, but rather the result of general German considerations.45

Fromthe late1930s, theGermanauthorities fosteredan increasingdivisionof labour andout-
sourcing in the production of armaments to realize economies of scale and learning effects.
Moreover, the production of intermediate goods made it easier for companies to adapt to the
frequent changes and modifications of the armaments without additional investments.46

From this follows that some scholars’ interpretations of Nazi trade policy during the war,
andallegedGermanmotives inwartime cooperationwith Italy, are inaccurate.TheNazi gov-
ernment did not, as in the pre-war period, adopt a neo-mercantilist trade policy, i.e. fostering
the exports of manufactures with the help of substantial subsidies and constraining their
import.47 Quite the contrary, Germany adopted the very opposite approach: its goal now
was to attract especially imports ofmanufactures bymanipulating exchange rates, by provid-
ing incentives for Auftragsverlagerung, and even, in the second half of the war, by subsid-
izing imports.48 This fundamental change of the German trade paradigm was a pragmatic
consequence of the insatiable demand of the German war economy which simply could
not be met by the domestic industry. Accordingly, German authorities deserted not only
their pre-war trade policy, but de facto at least from 1941 also the doctrine of the so-called
‘supplementary economies’ in South-eastern Europe, i.e. the idea of a division of labour
between the highly industrialized Reich in the core and the more backward countries on
the periphery focusing on the production of foodstuffs and raw materials.49

This fundamental change inGerman trade policy can not only be traced inGerman import
statistics, as shownabove, but also in the case of exports:whereas over decades, propelled by
export subsidies during the 1930s, the share ofmanufactures onGermanexportswas rising, it
dropped sharply during the war.50 This applied also for German exports to Italy.51 This new
trade policy was not welcomed by export-oriented German industrial companies, nor was it
observed with enthusiasm in the German Foreign Office (Auswärtiges Amt), tasked with exe-
cuting trade negotiations based on the guidelines made by the Reich Economic Ministry
(Reichswirtschaftsministerium).52 Besides continuing to lobby for the export of manufactures,
German companies developed different strategies to delay (or avoid altogether) placing orders

45 For this and further reasons, see J. Scherner, J. Streb and Stephanie Tilly, Supplier-Networks in the German
Aircraft Industry during World War II and the effects for West Germany’s car industry in the 1950s, Business
History, 56 (2014), 996–1020. On the suspicion of the Italian authorities, see König, Kooperation, 123.
46 Scherner, Europas Beitrag; Dickert, Nutzbarmachung, 61–2.
47 On German pre-war trade policy, see for example J.A. Tooze, Wages of Destruction. The Making and
Breaking of the Nazi Economy (London 2006), 71–96.
48 About this subsidization scheme, see Scherner, Europas Beitrag, 77–8; W.A. Boelcke, Deutschland als
Welthandelsmacht 1930–1945 (Stuttgart 1994), 149.
49 On this doctrine and the shift of theGerman tradepolicy towards SoutheasternEurope, see for example J.Kaiser,
Die Politik des Dritten Reiches gegenüber der Slowakei 1939–1945. Ein Beitrag zur Erforschung der nationalsozia-
listischen Satellitenpolitik in Südosteuropa, Diss. (Bochum 1969), 20–4, 530; Berend/Ránki, Hungarian Economy,
163–5; M. Riemenschneider, Die deutsche Wirtschaftspolitik gegenüber Ungarn (Frankfurt 1987), 147, 244;
T. Tönsmeyer, Das Dritte Reich und die Slowakei, 1939–1945 (Paderborn 2003), 196, 201.
50 Statistisches Handbuch, 394. Note that the official German export statistic during the war is, unlike the
import statistic, widely reliable. See Scherner, Importboom.
51 BArch R 3/1626a, Affidavit of Dr. rer. pol. Kurt Hunscha, as evidence for the Military Tribunal IV in
Nuremberg, 17.7.1948, fol. 38.
52 PA AA R 105917, Note, On the visit of Italian Foreign Trade Minister Riccardi, 4 Oktober 1940; Dickert,
Nutzbarmachung, 131.

562 Journal of Contemporary History 57(3)



abroadwhich theyhadpromised togovernmental agencies.53Theywere especially reluctant
to place civilian orders abroad, out of fear of strengthening their postwar competitors.
This was especially the case because placing orders normally included a transfer of
blueprints and tacit production knowledge.54 This reluctance partly explainswhy arma-
ment imports far exceeded the import of civilian manufactures.

As should be clear by now, theGerman government had a pronounced interest in increas-
ing the import of manufactures during the war. But why did Italy not fully benefit from this
newpolicy? This is all themore puzzling since Italy’s industrial capacities,measured both in
terms of capital stock and labour, were significantly underutilized, and German authorities
were well aware of that.55 In early 1942, both Axis partners estimated that based on existing
capacities it should be possible to place annual armament orders amounting to at least 4–5 bn
Lire (about 600 m RM).56 Yet, these levels were never even remotely realized before the
occupation of Italy; on the contrary, less than 30 per cent of possible orders were produced
in this period. Compared with other countries, adjusted for purchasing power parities (PPP),
pre-war industrialization levels and population size, industrial production on behalf of the
Wehrmacht in Italy was quite low, as Table 1 shows.

Table1suggests that this lowamountmayhavebeencausedby thecountry’s statusvis-à-vis
the Reich: as far as data are available, adjusted real exports ofWehrmacht orderswere larger in
occupied countries than in Axis countries. This can also be shown for Italy. After the country
was occupied by German troops, orders carried out on behalf of the Wehrmacht increased
sharply. In 1944, they were (in constant prices) about three times higher as in the years 1941
and 1942 though only the (highly industrialized) northern part of Italy could be used for
German orders.57 Yet, as Table 1 shows, the amount of orders placed in Italy before 1943
was also low in comparison with Hungary, another Axis member.58 In addition, the
Hungarian industry benefitted significantly from the huge German demand for manufactures

53 Dickert, Nutzbarmachung, 188–9, 213, 235–6; Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 198; Kaiser, Politik, 201–2,
381; Riemenschneider, Wirtschaftspolitik, 203.
54 E. Dickert, Die Rolle der Auto Union bei der ‘Nutzbarmachung’ ausländischer Unternehmen.
Auftragsverlagerung in die besetzten Gebiete während des Zweiten Weltkriegs, Zeitschrift für
Unternehmensgeschichte 58 (2013), 28–53; Scherner at al., Supplier-Networks.
55 In 1941, unemployed in Italy made up 1 million according to German estimates and only 50–66% of the
Italian war-related industrial capacities were used. Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 201–5; BARch R 3101/
30755, internal letter, 7.1.1941, fol. 5; BArch RW 32/1, monthly report no. 1 concerning Italy’s
military-economic situation in August 1941, fol. 11, 17. 75% of the capacities of the Italian armament industry
were not utilized. König, Kooperation, 110, 116.
56 PA AA R 105927, Telegram, 29 January 1942; PA AA R 106178, Telegram, 7 February 1942.
57 Scherner, Europas Beitrag.
58 Note that the industrialization indicator employed in table 2 for Hungary is only given for the pre-war
borders. Yet, because the new territories annexed during the war were significantly less industrialized than
Trianon Hungary, this indicator as well as consequently the pre-war population size is employed in the adjust-
ment made for Hungary in table 2. Relating Wehrmacht orders to total industrial production in 1942 in Italy and
Hungary in its war borders (3.2% of Hungarian industrial output vs. 1.8% in Italy), confirms the differences
between both countries as shown in table 2. For the industrial output in Italy see Istituto Centrale di
Statistica (ISTAT), Sommario di statistiche storiche dell’Italia, 1861–1965 (Rome 1968), 144. Industrial
output of Hungary in 1942 is estimated on the basis of output figures given for the Trianon area and the infor-
mation that industrial output of the new provinces made up to 15% of that of the pre-war territory. Berend/Ránki,
Hungarian Economy, 167, 168 Tab. 4.4.
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in general, i.e. beyondWehrmacht orders, which in turn propelled the country’s industrializa-
tion:Hungarian exports ofmanufactures to theReich increased by a factor of 16 between 1940
and 1942, far more than the Italy’s factor of 7.59 As a consequence, and in contrast to Italy,
Hungarian industrial capacities were fully utilized, even producing a shortage of industrial
workforce from 1942 on.60 The comparatively low amount of orders placed in Italy did not
go unnoticed in Germany. In late 1942, Emil Leeb, head of the Heereswaffenamt, an agency
of theGerman army in charge of R&D inweapon technology and of the procurement of arma-
ments, complained about the lack of cooperation between theAxis partners.61 In his eyes, they
didnot sufficiently exploit their synergies.Besideshighlighting theproblem that eacharmyhad
their ownweapon typespreventing anefficient all-Axisproductionwhich exploitedeconomies
of scale andavoidedunnecessaryR&Defforts heemphasizedespecially the ‘embarrassing low
amount’ of armament orders Germany had placed in the underutilized Italian industry.62

Archival sources make clear that this was not due to a lack of interest on the part of
Italian companies to produce for the Reich. Similar to Hungarian firms, for example,
they even seem to have preferred to carry out German orders over those of their own gov-
ernment.63 Nor is there any evidence that German companies would have preferred to

Table 1. Industrial production for the Wehrmacht in 1942, adjusted by industrialization level and

population size (PPP) (Italy= 100).

Axis countries

Italy 100

Hungary 165

Occupied countries

France 477

Belgium 1231

Netherlands 674

Norway 365

Sources and notes: Author’s calculation based on data given by E. Buyst/P. Franaszek, Sectoral developments, 1914–

1945, in: S. Broadberry/K. O’Rourke (eds): Cambridge Economic History of Modern Europe, vol. 2 (Cambridge 2010)

208–231, here 219, table 9.5, (industrialization levels in 1938); Scherner, Europas Beitrag, 85, Tabelle 5. (production

for Wehrmacht, PPP); Mitchell, International Historical Statistics, table A1, 3–11 (population size).

59 A similar difference can be observed when using constant prices. On the Hungarian industrialization during the
war, see for example Boelcke, Welthandelsmacht, 166; Berend/Ránki, Hungarian Economy, 167, 168, table 4.4.
60 See for example BArch RW 29/8, Draft of an internal letter, 15.10.1942, fol. 19
61 BArch RW 19/1503, Emil Leeb, Chef Wa A, Memorandum on European Arms Concentration, 1.12.1942,
fol. 193.
62 As a result of Leeb’s instigation, intergovernmental talks about a standardization of armament programs in
Italy and Germany started in 1943. BArch RW 32/6, Excerpt for the war diary from the monthly reports of W.O.
Italy and Special Representative OKW Wa A from April to June 1943, fol. 73.
63 See for example BArch RW 32/3, Excerpt for the war diary from the monthly reports of W.O. Italy and
Special Representative OKW Wa A from October to December 1942, fol. 27; König, Kooperation, 132. For
Hungarian firms, see BArch RW 29/8.
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place orders in countries other than Italy; their interests were generally defined by the
considerations above. In German documents, several factors are mentioned in order to
explain the ‘embarrassing low amount’ of industrial orders carried out in Italy64:
(i) the lack of raw materials in Italy; (ii) the problem of how to pay for these orders,
that is, in kind (through armaments or raw materials) or in money, (iii) the inefficient
Italian war administration, and (iv) the uncooperative attitude of the Italian war adminis-
tration. The latter, in particular, was considered some sort of retaliation for the arrears of
German raw material supplies, for increasing German clearing debts and for German cri-
ticisms about the Italian allocation system, which the Italian authorities deemed intrusive.
Finally, the uncooperative attitude was due to asymmetric information-sharing among the
partners. The Nazi government insisted that Italian authorities should reveal more infor-
mation about its armament program, while being unwilling itself to provide information
on its production and consumption of strategic raw materials. Most of these problems
could, as the German war administration was well aware, be changed by Germany
herself.65 So why was the Nazi government reluctant to do so?

Two factors seem to have been responsible for the German policy. The first relates to
the balance of payments. The specific neo-mercantilist trade policy the Nazi government
had pursued before the war was caused by the balance of payments restrictions the Reich
faced in the 1930s. In order to earn enough foreign exchange to finance essential imports,
i.e. foodstuffs as well as raw materials and semi-finished goods for rearmament Germany
had to export manufactures.66 Manufactures that could be produced domestically should
not be imported because Germany’s foreign currency reserves were chronically low, and
because it could not hope to attract substantial foreign loans to cover trade deficits at least
after its one-sided debt moratorium in 1934. The clearing agreements the Nazi govern-
ment signed with more and more countries during the 1930s did not substantially alter
this situation.67

The outbreak of the war and the conquest of large parts of Europe fundamentally
changed Germany’s balance of payments situation.68 In order to foster exports from occu-
pied countries to the Reich, it fixed exchange rates that overvalued the Reichsmark rela-
tive to the currencies of occupied countries. At the same time, the Nazi government

64 For the following see BArch RW 32/1, monthly report no. 4 concerning Italy’s military-economic situation
in November 1941, fol. 33; BArch RW 32/5, Excerpt for the war diary from the monthly reports of W.O. Italy
and Special Representative OKW Wa A from April to June 1942, fol. 6; BArch RW 32/3, Excerpt for the war
diary from the monthly reports of W.O. Italy and Special Representative OKW Wa A from July to September
1942, fol. 5; BArch RW 32/6, Annexes to Monthly Report No. 19, 28 February 1943, fol. 61; König,
Kooperation, 143-4, 334; BArch N 329/8, N 329/8, Report of the former German military economy officer
in Italy, Major General von Horstig, April 1947, 20.
65 BArch RW 32/3, monthly report no. 13, 31.8.1942, fol. 21.
66 M. Ebi, Export um jeden Preis. Die deutsche Exportförderung von 1932–1938 (Stuttgart 2004), 12, 32–92;
Tooze, Wages, 70–96.
67 For the small German clearing debts during these years, see A. Ritschl, Nazi Economic Imperialism and the
Exploitation of the Small. Evidence from Germany’s Secret Foreign Exchange Balances, 1938–1940, Economic
History Review 54 (2001), 324–45, here 330, table 4.
68 For the following, see Scherner, Institutional Architecture; J. Kilian, Krieg auf Kosten anderer. Das
Reichsministerium der Finanzen und die wirtschaftliche Mobilmachung Europas für Hitlers Krieg (Berlin/
Boston 2017).
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forced these countries to grant Germany substantial clearing credits. A second source of
foreign credit besides clearing stemmed from Reich treasury bonds some occupied coun-
tries had to buy. De jure all these funds were credits foreign countries granted to the
Reich, de facto they were an important exploitation device. This is not only evident by
the fact that the Nazi government dictated the terms and amount of these loans but
also by German plans that future reparations by the occupied countries would offset
these commercial debts. Finally, occupied countries had to pay occupation tributes,
which far exceeded the actual occupation costs as fixed by international law.69 All
these financial means – of which occupation tributes were the most important – freed
the Reich from any balance of payments restrictions during the war with the occupied
countries.

Normally, Germany’s allies, as well as some neutral countries, were, at least when the
war seemed to develop in favour of the Reich, willing to grant some loans. Yet, these
loans were small compared with the financial means the Reich got from occupied countries.
Compared to some Axis countries and even to some neutral countries, Italian loans were not
especially large. This is shown in Table 2, which relates the annual net transfers of several
neutral and Axis countries, i.e. their balance of payments surpluses with Germany, to mea-
sures of national income and output of the respective states. Scholars have put forward the
plausible proposition that the size of net transfers to Germany in war-time Europe indicates
in how far a neutral or Axis country was de facto a satellite of the Third Reich.70 If we accept
this plausible proposition, we have to conclude that at least in the realm of the war economy
Italy (as long it was not occupied) was not really a German satellite during these years, cer-
tainly less so than Hungary, Bulgaria or Switzerland at the same time.

These comparatively small transfers from Italy were the result of cumbersome loan
negotiations.71 Hungary, Bulgaria and Slovakia, on the other hand, immediately

69 J. Scherner, The German System of Financing Occupation, in: M. Boldorf/T. Okazaki (eds): Economies
under Occupation. The Hegemony of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan in World War II (London 2015),
39–54.
70 For this concept see for example Ritschl, Nazi Economic Imperialism, 326-7; Mantelli, Camerati, 76. This
is because of the pressure and threats exerted by Nazi government to get these transfers. See for example,
E. Golson, Sweden as an Occupied Country? Swedish-belligerent Trade in World War II, in: Scherner/
White, Paying for Hitler’s War, 266-95, here 274; Riemenschneider, Wirtschaftspolitik, 250; BArch 901/
112151, Reichsbankdirektorium an Auswärtiges Amt, 9. Februar 1942. In addition, in the case of a victory
German authorities planned to only partly pay back these debts, which were due to deteriorating German
terms of trade in the case of some neutral states and axis partners increasingly inflated. S.G. Gross, Gold,
Debt, and the Quest for Monetary Order: The Legacy of the Nazi Campaign to Integrate Europe in 1940,
Contemporary European History, 26 (2017), 287–309. On German terms of trade, see for example Raspin,
Italian War Economy, 309. The only partner of Germany, which came better off in terms of relative net transfer
was Finland which even experienced in most years a net transfer from Germany. This was probably due to the
fact that the country had a strong negation position due to what it could offer, i.e. for example important strategic
raw materials (especially nickel) and its heavy involvement in the war. J. Eloranta, Unequal Partners: Germany
and Finland during the Second World War, in: Scherner/White, Paying for Hitler’s War, 320–340, here 323,
329, 335.
71 On the size of this credit amounting to 6.5 bn Lit (about 860 m. RM), see BArch RW 32/6, Annexes to
Monthly Report No. 19, 28 February 1943, fol. 62; Excerpt for the war diary from the monthly reports of
W.O. Italy and Special Representative OKW Wa A from January to March 1943, fol. 20; F. Degli Esposti,
L‘industria bellica italiana e le commesse tedesche (1937–43), Rivista di storia contemporanea 2–3 (1993),
198–224, here 224. On the negotiations, see Raspin, Italian War Economy, 338-9.

566 Journal of Contemporary History 57(3)



granted loans to Nazi Germany at the same time and were – in the eyes of the Germans –
rather cooperative.72 Not surprisingly, the amount of orders German agencies intended to
place in small Hungary in 1943 alone matched those placed in big Italy between 1941 and
May 1943.73 Without doubt, the size of loans was one major factor in the amount of
orders placed in a country. When Romania, for example, declined to increase a loan,
the economic representative of the Wehrmacht recommended placing an order for
mines in occupied countries instead of Romania.74 In addition, the financial conditions
of Italian loans were less attractive than those of some other axis partners: Germany
had to pay interest rates, and they had only short-term character.75

Yet, the size and the financial conditions of loans in favour of Germany were not the
only factor in the low amount of orders placed in Italy. In fact, only about half of the
credit line offered by Italy for German orders was used at all.76 The explanation also
lies in the issue of raw materials. Italy requested not only raw materials necessary for

Table 2. Relative net transfers to Germany of some selected not-occupied countries, 1939 – 44

(in per cent).

1939 1940 1941 1942 1943 1944

Hungary 0.6 −0.9 4.3 6.8 6.1 NA

Bulgaria 1.0 1.3 6.3 5.4 4.7 NA

Switzerland −0.2 0.4 2.0 3.7 2.8 1.0

Sweden −0.5 −0.1 1.1 0.4 0.1 −1.2
Italy 0.2 −0.3 0.7 0.7 NA NA

Spain 0 0.8 0.1 0.1 0.1 −0.3

Sources and notes: The table includes only data on full years during which countries were neutral or partners of

Germany. For data about the bilateral balance of payments of the respective countries with Germany in RM, see

BArch R 3102/3552, The development of clearing balances with individual countries; BArch R 3101/33636,

Overview of clearing balances since 31.12.1940, fol. 35–41; for exchange rates, Statistisches Reichsamt (ed.)

Wirtschaft und Statistik, several issues, 1940–1944; for measures of national income and output, see Mitchell,

International Historical Statistics, table J1, 908 (NNP of Bulgaria), 911 (GNP of Italy), 912 (NNP of Spain), 913

(GDP of Sweden, NNP of Switzerland); Berend/Ránki, Hungarian Economy, table 4.1, 161 (NNP of Hungary in

wartime borders). Note that the Bulgarian ratio overestimates to some extent the country’s relative net transfers

from 1941 on because the NNP estimate employed refers to the pre-war borders of Bulgaria. During the war,

annexations increased population size by about 20 per cent (and the NNP probably by a similar margin). See for

the population size, Statistisches Reichsamt (ed.), Statistisches Jahrbuch für das Deutsche Reich 1941/42, 7∗.

72 BArch R 184/182, Country Reports on the Annual Report of the Deutsche Verrechnungskasse for the Year
1942; PA AA R 105923, Telegram, 30.7.1941.
73 For Italy see BArch RW 32/6, monthly report no. 23, 30.4.1943, fol. 92, for Hungary, see Müller, Speer,
528.
74 BArch RW 29/63, German military economy officer Romania to OKH, 13.12.1943. On Romania’s bar-
gaining power, see S.G. Gross, Export Empire. German Soft Power in Southeastern Europe, 1890–1945
(Cambridge 2015), 308-11.
75 PA AA R 105923, Telegram, 30.7.1941; BArch RW 32/6, Excerpt for the war diary from the monthly
reports of W.O. Italy and Special Representative OKW Wa A from April to June 1943, fol. 72.
76 BArch RW 32/6, monthly report no. 23, 30.4.1943, fol. 92; Raspin, Italian War Economy, 345.
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carrying out the German orders (a fairly commonplace practice) but in contrast to other
Axis partners also demanded to get paid the value added of the production through add-
itional German supplies of scarce raw materials or to get the fossil fuels necessary for pro-
duction.77 This was unacceptable for the Nazi government. In addition, Italian loans
would have to be repaid in kind.78 But it was especially a third and very important
factor that made the German authorities reluctant to place more orders in Italy, namely
the question of the efficient use of the raw materials. This question was of utmost import-
ance, as clearly shown in Hitler’s statement mentioned above and in internal sources of
the Reichswirtschaftsministerium and the Reich armament ministry, responsible for the
raw material allocation.79 This situation also explains why German authorities were
not willing to increase their supplies of raw materials where possible, and why they
even tended to cut their supplies over time.

With regards to the question of the efficient use of the raw materials, three specific
reasons made German economic authorities reluctant to fully meet the Italian raw material
demands and to place more orders in the Italian armament industry. They feared first that the
raw material demands made by Italian companies for carrying out German orders would be
inflated, and that a part of these raw materials would be used to produce non-war-related
commodities like consumer goods.80 As they explicitly noted, it was crucial to prevent
short raw materials being used in Italy for purposes prohibited in the Reich.81 Second,
they assumed that the Italian authorities, too, exaggerated Italy’s raw material need to get
more deliveries from Germany and use them in the civilian sector, probably to pacify the
population.82 Third, the Germans feared that raw materials – even if used for the designated
purpose – would be less economically used than in Germany.83

All these concerns were not unjustified. Let us start with the last point. Archival
sources abound with examples of German authorities and experts believing that the
Italian scarce raw material productivity (RMP), i.e. the ratio between output and the
input of raw materials was lower than the German one.84 These claims were neither a

77 PA AA R 105920, Telegram embassy Rome to Auswärtiges Amt, 16.9.1941; BArch RW 32/1, monthly
report no. 2 concerning Italy’s military-economic situation in September 1941, fol. 18; PA AA R 105921,
Auswärtiges Amt to embassy Rome, 14.10.1941; BArch R 901/112158, Auswärtiges Amt, The Current State
of German-Italian Economic Relations, 27.4.1942.
78 BArch RW 32/6, Excerpt for the war diary from the monthly reports of W.O. Italy and Special
Representative OKW Wa A from April to June 1943, fol. 72.
79 See for example BARch R 3101/30755, internal letter, 7.1.1941, fol. 5–6; internal letter, 13.1.1941, fol. 17;
internal letter, 18.1.1941, fol. 23; BArch R 901/67941, Record concerning iron and coal import quotas,
8.12.1942.
80 Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 217-8, 230; König, Kooperation, 129.
81 PA AA R 105917, Records for the visit of the Italian Minister of Foreign Trade Riccardi, 30.9.1940; Note,
On the visit of the Italian Foreign Trade Minister Riccardi, 4. Oktober 1940.
82 See for example BArch RW 32/1, monthly report no. 3 concerning Italy’s military-economic situation in
October 1941, fol. 27.
83 Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 200.
84 The concept of RMP was generally used by German authorities as a benchmark in order to evaluate the
substitution and conservation measures implemented before and during the war. See for example
R. Fremdling, Wirtschaftsstatistik 1933–1945, in: A. Ritschl (ed): Das Reichswirtschaftsministerium in der
NS-Zeit. Wirtschaftsordnung und Verbrechenskomplex (Munich, 2016), 233–318, here 295; Scherner,
Preparing for the Next Blockade.
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pretext for denying supplies nor unjustified. First, such German claims can also be found
in documents for internal use and in reports of bilateral expert commissions which were
set up from late 1940 on the instigation of the Nazi government to identify possibilities to
conserve scarce raw materials. 85 Second, the sources clearly show that this was not a uni-
versal critique; there are also cases in which German experts believed that the differences
were not significant.86 Consequently, when German authorities believed, based on infor-
mation available and German consumption patterns as a yardstick (a common practice),
Italian demands to be justified, they met them; if not, they did not.87 Third, there are also
data on actual consumption (for Germany) or consumption requirements (for Italy, where
actual consumption data are not available) of key raw materials which clearly suggest that
the German RMP far exceeded Italy’s in the case of strategically important raw materials
such as copper and nickel in 1940, i.e. when Hitler outlined his ideas on German – Italian
division of labour. Copper could be substituted by steel (in the case of ammunition) and
aluminium (in the case of electrical equipment). Nickel, which was almost exclusively
used as a steel alloy, could be conserved by innovative steel types or be replaced by
other alloys. Thus, comparing in both war economies, the ratios between the demanded
or actual consumption of copper or nickel on the one hand and the one of steel (or also
aluminium in the case of copper) on the other hand suggests how economically these
scarce nonferrous metals nickel and copper were used. The data show that the ratio
between the amount of copper and aluminium requirements in the Italian economy
was almost four times bigger than the respective consumption ratio in Germany; the
one between copper and steel almost twice as high.88 In the case of nickel, Italian relative
requirements exceeded the German ratio by 25 per cent.

This higher RMP in Germany was not only due to the fact that the country was technologic-
ally more advanced but also a result of different path dependencies stemming from the different
experiences of the GreatWar. During the GreatWar, the Reich had to copewith blockade and to
implement substitution and conservation measures on a grand scale. Learning the lessons from
this experience, the Nazi government implemented a specific policy during the 1930s aiming for
war preparation. In the case of nonferrous metals, this specific policy started in Germany already
in 1934, producing soon impressive effects.89 In 1936/7, for example, the use of substitutes, such
as light metals or plastics, and metal-conserving constructive modifications had reduced the

85 For example, in the case of nickel, PA AA R 106176, The Chairman of the German Government
Committee and the Chairman of the Italian Government Committee, 6.1.1941; for mica, see for example PA
AA R 105919, Reich Minister of Economics, Economic negotiations with Italy - Mica, 23.4.1941; PA AA R
105918, Minutes of the iron industry meetings held at the offices of the Confederazione Fascista degli
Industriali Metallurgici on 28 and 29 November 1940.
86 PA AA R 106177, Secret Minutes of the Permanent German-Italian Mineral Oil Commission, 24.3.1941.
See for further examples Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 202.
87 BArch R 901/112154, Reich Minister of Economics to Auswärtiges Amt, 7.2.1942. See also PA AA R
105921, Auswärtiges Amt to embassy Rome, telegram, 15.12.1941. For the same practice in Hungary, see
BArch RW 29/10, Note about the meeting on April 7 and 8, 1943 in Budapest, fol. 22.
88 Author’s calculation based on data given by Minniti, Le materie prime (parte prima), 20, Tavola 3;
R. Maiocchi, Gli scienziati del Duce. Il ruolo dei ricercatori e del CNR nella politica autarchica del fascismo
(Rome 2003), 314-5; BArch R 3/1797, Rapid statistical reports on war production (copper, nickel and steel),
BArch RW 19/2336 (aluminium).
89 For the following, see Scherner, Preparing for the Next Blockade.
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domestic consumption of copper already by 31 per cent. In the late 1930s, the content of nickel in
construction steel was reduced by 80 per cent compared to 1935/6. Based on pre-war prepara-
tions, this policy continued after 1939 particularly in the armament sector. In the ammunition
production, for example, the use of copper, which hitherto made up about two-thirds of the
total copper amount allocated to the Wehrmacht, was increasingly substituted with steel. In
early 1941, the copper – steel ratio of the ammunition production had been reduced by
almost 70 per cent compared to pre-war levels; one year later by almost 95 per cent.

In contrast, Italy’s pre-war autarky policy seems to have been far less comprehensive than
one of its Axis partners.90 Compared to Germany, it was rather a latecomer with regards to
substitution and conservation research for scarce raw materials.91 When the German indus-
try had already significantly and successfully replaced tin and copper, Italians reported many
technical problems in this field.92 Despite some success, pre-war plans to substitute and con-
serve scarce metals were widely not implemented.93 Substitution of copper with aluminium
in the electrotechnical industry seems to have started only in the late 1930s.94 The recycling
of aluminium scrap started only after Italy was involved in the war, i.e. at a point of time
when recycling covered already 27 per cent of Germany’s aluminium consumption.95

Because of its head start, the Nazi government had offered early on to share the
German technological know-how with Italy.96 In the context of trade negotiations,
expert committees for different scarce raw materials were set up from late 1940 on and
it was German authorities who wanted them to start working as soon as possible.97

These joint raw material committees should not only advise the members of the govern-
mental committees which negotiated the trade flows between the two countries but should
also facilitate the exchange of new methods, especially regarding conservation and sub-
stitution of raw materials.98 During the meetings, measures implemented in Germany
were introduced and industrial plants employing these methods were visited.99

90 Petri, Autarkie, 123-5.
91 Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 167-8. A research institute for light metals was in construction in 1941.
See on contrast the massive research effort in Germany in the field of metals, H. Maier, Forschung als
Waffe. Rüstungsforschung in der Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft und das Kaiser-Wilhelm-Institut für
Metallforschung 1900 bis 1945/48 (Göttingen, 2007).
92 Petri, Autarkie, 136.
93 Maiocchi, Gli scienziati, 181-6, 277, 282-3, 292; Minniti, Le materie prime (parte seconda), 267-8.
94 Petri, Autarkie, 359.
95 Petri, Autarkie, 359; L. Budraß, Ideology and Business Strategy: Assessing Nazi Germany’s Different
Approaches to the Supply of Light Metals for the Luftwaffe, in: H.O. Frøland, M. Ingulstad and J. Scherner
(eds): Industrial Collaboration in Nazi-Occupied Europe. Norway in Context (London 2016), 37–62, 56,
table 2.4.
96 See e.g. BArch N 329/8, Report of the former German military economy officer in Italy, Major General von
Horstig, April 1947, 11-2. Such assistance was also provided in the case of other axis countries. For Hungary,
see e.g. BArch RW 29/10, note on a meeting on 7&8 April 1943, fol. 23.
97 See for example PA AA R 105917, Telegram, 28.9.1940; Note, On the visit of the Italian Foreign Trade
Minister Riccardi, 4 October 1940; Telegram, 9.1.1941; Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 202.
98 BArch R 901/112148, The Reich Commissioner for Metals to the Reich Minister of Economics, 6.1.1941.
99 See for example in the case of civilian oil consumption and the military consumption of lubricants, PA AA
R 105919, Secret Minutes of the Permanent German-Italian Mineral Oil Commission, 24.3.1941; in the case of
metals BArch R 901/112149, Minutes of the meeting of the German-Italian Metal Commission in Rome at the
Istituto delle Ricerche on 13.2.1941; in the case of manganese, PA AA R 105919, Reich Office for Iron and
Steel, Report on German-Italian Negotiations within the Manganese Ore Commission, 21.4.1941.
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In addition, German authorities used carrots and sticks to increase substitution and con-
servation levels in Italy. For example, Germany made it clear that the size of raw material
deliveries would depend on how German suggestions on substitution and conservation
were implemented.100 In some instances, Germany offered valuable know-how on to
conserve resources but also cut supplies at the same time.101 But there were also
carrots: to create a positive incentive German negotiators were willing to deliver more
steel provided Italy would use this additional amount to conserve zinc and aluminium.102

Still, it took time to implement the conservation and substitution measures as well as
measures on the supply side which had been realized in Germany years ago. In contrast to
Germany where recycling of metals had been massively expanded in the 1930s, metal
scrap was not fully collected in Italy before late 1941.103 Not until 1941 were newly
installed open wires in Italy increasingly produced with aluminium instead of
copper.104 Comprehensive prohibitions to use some nonferrous metals for certain pur-
poses and increasing substitution seem to have been only introduced in early 1942.105

Even though a clear tendency towards substitution of copper with steel can be observed
in Italian ammunition production between 1940 and 1942, more than 70 per cent of shells
with calibres 20–47 mm were still made out of brass in 1942. In total, only 50 per cent of
newly produced shells in Italy were made from steel in 1942, i.e. at a point of time, when
copper was almost completely eliminated in the German ammunition production.106 Still,
in mid-1943, i.e. almost 2 1/2 years into the joint meetings, German authorities were not
satisfied with the progress made in the field of substitution and conservation in the Italian
armament production.107 In their eyes, the lower RMP in Italy limited the number of
Italian firms to which orders could be placed and restricted the number of armaments
that qualified for such a placement.108

This slow progress can be partly explained by the fact that it takes considerable time to
modify the production process because of substitution and conservation measures: it
requires not only know-how which Germany was normally willing to provide but in
some cases also new machines.109 Besides, workers had to learn to process the new mate-
rials. In addition to these rather ‘natural’ barriers of imitation, a lack of Italian efforts, or
so the German authorities believed, also inhibited a more efficient use of scarce raw

100 For the explicit condition, see for example PA AA R 105919, Reich Minister of Economics, Economic
negotiations with Italy – Mica, 23.4.1941.
101 See for example the case of paraffin, BArch R 901/112151, Reich Minister of Economics to Auswärtiges
Amt, 23.9.1941.
102 BArch R 901/112149, Minutes of the meeting of the German-Italian Metal Commission in Rome at the
Istituto delle Ricerche on 13.2.1941; Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 203.
103 Petri, Autarkie, 109.
104 See for example BArch RW 32/1, monthly report no. 1 concerning Italy’s military-economic situation in
August 1941, fol. 17.
105 On the implementation of massive prohibitions in Italy in early 1942, see BArch RW 32/2, Annex to
Monthly Report No. 7, fol. 42.
106 Favagrossa, Perché, 164; Scherner, Preparing for the Next Blockade.
107 BArch R 901/112162, Reich Minister of Economics to Auswärtiges Amt, 7.6.1943.
108 BArch RW 32/1, monthly report no. 4 concerning Italy’s military-economic situation in November 1941,
fol. 36-7; Degli Esposti, L‘industria, 234-5.
109 See BArch R 3101/30755, internal letter, 7.1.1941, fol. 5.
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materials. It did not suffice to implement the German rules and restrictions regarding the
use of raw materials, as the Italians were willing to do, but they also had to be enforced.110

In that respect occupied countries were more similar to Germany than Italy: there, the
occupation authorities simply implemented and enforced the same restrictions on the
use of raw materials as in the Reich.111 Companies in these countries had to produce
along with the lines designed by the German customers. Furthermore, whereas
German firm could expect that their patents in occupied countries would not be violated,
the situation in Italy was more complicated and produced repeated irritations and con-
cerns on the German side.112 The Italian case was more complicated than that of other
Axis partners such as Slovakia or Hungary where Germany could easily monitor
foreign suppliers.113 From the German perspective, Italian independence was a real
problem.

The lack of monitoring possibilities was also decisive for a second German fear, i.e.
that Italian companies would inflate their raw material demands when carrying out
German orders. German authorities suspected – sometimes rightly – that a part of
these raw materials would be used for the civilian home market production.114 This,
however, reflected not a special distrust towards Italian companies but towards compan-
ies more generally. German authorities had previously had similarly negative experiences
with German companies115 – and they now feared that Italian companies would do the
same.

The German authorities were also aware that companies in occupied territories
exploited information asymmetries.116 Generally, the companies’ information advantage
over the state stemmed from the fact that it was difficult for the authorities to correctly
assess the quantities of raw materials, machinery and workforce needed by a specific
firm for producing a commodity demanded by the state.117 Especially in the case of
complex products like armaments which consisted often of thousands of different
parts, the authorities never managed to fully resolve this problem. The only way to

110 BArch R 901/112149, Minutes of the meeting of the German-Italian Metal Commission in Rome at the
Istituto delle Ricerche on 13.2.1941.
111 BArch 3101/20342, Special Representative for Metal Saving in the Reich Ministry of Economics to
Ministry of Armaments, 6.5.42; Scherner, Europas Beitrag.
112 See for example BArch RW 32/1, monthly report no. 8 concerning Italy’s military-economic situation in
March 1942, fol. 57; Degli Esposti, L‘industria, 243; König, Kooperation, 125. Only in Februray 1943, a patent
agreement was signed. Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 226.
113 See for example BArch RW 29/7, report no. 14, August 1942, fol. 118. On Slovakia, see for instance,
H.-E. Volkmann, NS-Außenhandel im geschlossenen Wirtschaftsraum (1939–1941), in: F. Forstmeier/
H.-E. Volkmann: Kriegswirtschaft und Rüstung 1939–1945 (Düsseldorf 1977), 92–133, here 107.
114 Rieder, Wirtschaftsbeziehungen, 235; König, Kooperation, 130, 139.
115 Generally on the problem of information asymmetries, see J. Scherner, Keine primäre moralische
Verantwortung? Zum Umfang und zu Grenzen unternehmerischer Handlungsspielräume in der NS-Zeit, in:
S. van de Kerkhof, S. Lehmann-Hasemeyer, G. Kollmer-von Oheimb-Loup and J. Streb (eds): Ökonomie
und Moral. Neue Ansätze der Wirtschaftswissenschaften und historische Fallbeispiele (Stuttgart 2017), 149–87.
116 H. Klemann/S. Kudryashow, Occupied Economies. An Economic History of Nazi Occupied Europe,
1939–1945 (London 2012), 310; H.O. Frøland, M. Ingulstad and J. Scherner, Perfecting the Art of Stealing.
Nazi Exploitation and Industrial Collaboration in Occupied Western Europe, in: Frøland et al.: Industrial
Collaboration, 1–34, here 21.
117 Scherner, Keine primäre moralische Verantwortung.
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contain, if never to eliminate, the attempts of the companies to exaggerate their require-
ments was to monitor the firms and threaten them with fines. But precisely these possi-
bilities did not exist in Italy; the Italian government even barred Italian companies from
revealing to the Germans the use of the raw materials supplied for the orders118: as a sov-
ereign country, it was not willing to accept German wishes to monitor its companies –
quite in contrast to the occupied countries or Italy after September 1943.119 This was
also, as mentioned above, a difference to Hungary, where German representatives had
access to companies carrying out German orders or to Slovakia, where from January
1940 armament firms were even formally under the direct control of the Wehrmacht.
This access also made it easier than in Italy to find companies with free capacities
where German orders could be placed.120 Finally, the lack of monitoring possibilities
made German authorities reluctant to trust in the raw material claims made by the
Italian government. They believed that Italian civilian consumption of scarce raw materi-
als and their scarce substitutes was, compared to the situation in Germany, almost unre-
stricted by the Italian allocation policy.121 This was especially the case, because Italy – in
contrast to Hungary, for example – was rather reluctant to provide quantitative informa-
tion which could be used by the Germans to assess its raw material needs.122 German dis-
trust was not particular to Italy but applied also to other allied countries like Romania: in
late 1942, the German central planning committee believed that steel in Italy was misal-
located to investment projects not important to the war effort and thus decided to cut steel
deliveries to its axis partner by 50 per cent. At the same time, it agreed to double steel
supplies to Romania if its government detailed the (war-related) use of these deliveries.123

The German war economy administration, in other words, was disposed to increase deliv-
eries only to those countries, which granted Germany the right to monitor the use of these
commodities in their countries.

To sum up, when the war broke out, rigid restrictions on the use of scarce raw materials
and substantial substitution measures had already been widely implemented in the

118 König, Kooperation, 130, 133, 140. Only in the case of German machinery deliveries Italy accepted at the
turn of 1942/3 that German authorities could monitor the use. BArch RW 32/4, Excerpt for the war diary from
the monthly reports of W.O. Italy and Special Representative OKWWa A from October to December 1942, fol.
7; BArch RW 32/6, Excerpt for the war diary from the monthly reports of W.O. Italy and Special Representative
OKW Wa A from January to March 1943, fol. 20. In this case, the German economic authorities believed that
the demands made by Italian companies were inflated; the true reason would be to invest liquidity in real assets
given the inflationary threat. Again, the German economic administration had made the same experiences with
German companies. Scherner, Keine primäre moralische Verantwortung.
119 Dickert, Nutzbarmachung, 68; BArch N 329/8, Report of the former German military economy officer in
Italy, Major General von Horstig, April 1947, 23-4.
120 For Italy see BArch N 329/8, Report of the former German military economy officer in Italy, Major
General von Horstig, April 1947, 3–4.
121 See for example BArch RW 32/1, monthly report no. 1 concerning Italy’s military-economic situation in
August 1941, fol. 17.
122 König, Kooperation, 130; BArch N 329/8, Report of the former German military economy officer in Italy,
Major General von Horstig, April 1947. For the more cooperative attitude of Hungary, see for instance BArch
RW 29/11, Report No. 25, July 1943, fol. 21.
123 BArch R 901/67941, Record concerning iron and coal import quotas, 8.12.1942. An massive intervention
by German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop briefly afterwards prevented the planned reduction of steel
deliveries to Italy.
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German economy. Whereas some of these measures could be introduced rapidly in terri-
tories occupied by the Wehrmacht, the situation in a sovereign Italy was quite different.
The German authorities could neither enforce their rules or restrictions nor monitor
their implementation or the actual consumption of companies. These factors made
German authorities reluctant to place orders in Italy and convinced them that it was
more efficient to supply Italy with manufactures instead of supplying raw materials that
Italy would waste or misuse, or supply substitutes that the Italian industry did not know
how to process. Given the German lead in substitution and conservation, the more
advanced state of German industry and the fact that German capital stock in terms of
machinery was only partly used, it made sense to severely limit the supplies of raw mate-
rials to the comparatively backward partner country. From a narrow economic perspective,
maximizing total armament output required allocating scarce raw materials to the most
efficient factories available. This was particularly the case if one operated with a longer
time horizon, i.e. assumed that the war would not be won in a short period of time. For
the Axis, this was certainly the case from the end of 1941 onward, when it began to
face a war of attrition with the end of the Wehrmacht’s advance in Russia and the US
entry in the war. But such long-term thinking probably started even earlier. The
massive German investments in armament industries in 1941, e.g. only made sense if
one did not rule out a longer war.124 Only if one had anticipated a short war, and hence
everything had had to be done to equip as many troops as possible as quickly as possible,
would it have been economically expedient to allocate scarce resources to the underuti-
lized, but less efficient Italian armament industry. As things stood, however, the withhold-
ing of scarce raw materials was more sensible. Whether a more accommodating behaviour
on Germany’s part could have reduced Italy’s suspicions and strengthened the alliance, i.e.
whether the military benefits might have ultimately outweighed the economic disadvan-
tages of allocating raw materials, is a different question altogether. Although the strategy
chosen by Germany focusing on raw material productivity in the long run also suited a
scenario where Italy and Germany were competitors again after the end of the war, neo-
mercantilist considerations played at best a minor role in German discussions.125 What
really mattered was raw material productivity and how to maximize the output of the
Axis.126 Ironically, this meant to stay clear of Italy, otherwise Germany’s closest ally.

The findings of this article suggest that the comparatively minor trade cooperation
between Germany and Italy during World War II owed, ironically enough, to the fact

124 For the interpretation, that Germany did not expect that the war would be over after a victory against the
Soviet Union, Tooze, Wages, 429–60. For investments see J. Scherner, Nazi Germany’s Preparation for War:
Evidence from Revised Industrial Investment Series, European Review of Economic History, 3 (2010),
433-68, here 442, table 2; 446-7.
125 This interpretation does not rule out that there were certainly voices in the German authorities which had a
close eye on post-war economic interests of German companies. König, Kooperation, 123. For this reason, the
Reichswirtschaftsministerium for instance vetoed in in autumn 1941 the export of some textile machines to Italy.
BArch R 901/112152, Reich economic minister to Auswärtiges Amt, 30.10.1941.
126 PA AA R 106176, Telegram Clodius to embassy Rome, 23.12.1940; The Chairman of the German
Government Committee and the Chairman of the Italian Government Committee, 6.1.1941.
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that they were Axis partners. Italy was certainly not on equal footing with Germany in
terms of population size, economic and military potential but neither was it a satellite
like e.g. Hungary. From a German perspective, this fact made closer trade cooperation
with Italy less attractive. Stronger cooperation with Italy would have especially required
increased German deliveries of raw materials, or cumbersome negotiations to raise Italian
credits – while placing orders in occupied countries was basically free for the Nazi
regime. Moreover, in spite of increasing German dominance in the Axis partnership
Italy also remained, partly due to Hitler’s insistence,127 a sovereign state, which under-
standably did not permit German monitoring of Italian companies. This limited
German influence and created a disincentive to increase supplies, especially given the
attractive alternatives in some smaller German allies and especially in German-occupied
Europe. Since Italy had no commodity indispensable for the German war effort, Italian
complaints about a shortfall of deliveries and the generally low level of supplies fell
on deaf ears. Although the addressees of the complaints, leading Wehrmacht generals,
the German foreign office and even Hitler were not totally inactive, their interventions
with the German agencies responsible for the allocation of raw materials were often half-
hearted at best and usually asked for increased deliveries only ‘if possible’.128 Germany’s
raw material administrators, for their part, deemed it ‘not possible’.

Finally, it was neither German post-war interests nor, at least in some important
instances, an imminent lack of raw materials which made cooperation difficult; rather
it was (besides the financial question) the remarkable German lead in the substitution
and conservation of scarce raw materials. This technological asymmetry was not only
a result of the fact that Germany was more industrialized but rather a result of the non-
simultaneity of German and Italian war preparation and Germany’s specific experience
in the Great War, and the lessons it had drawn from it. Under existing conditions of
technological asymmetry, blockade and Italian sovereignty, larger German supplies of
raw materials would have been possible, but dysfunctional. From a purely economic per-
spective, the Axis war effort was, at least from late 1941 onwards, ultimately better served
by limited cooperation. Thus, if we compare the Axis and the Allies and try to assess how
successful these alliances were, at least in terms of economic cooperation, we should con-
sider their dramatically different access to economic resources. This access, in turn,
affected the level of economic cooperation as well as the level of conflict and competition
among the partners: whereas the Allies relative abundance allowed them to pay less atten-
tion to aspects like raw materials productivity, the Axis’ raw material scarcity forced it to
take such questions far more seriously. In other words, the level of wartime cooperation
was not only a product of shared political goals or trust among the partners but also of the
relative abundance or scarcity of resources.

127 König, Kooperation, 335.
128 BArch R 3101/30755, internal letter, 8.11.1941, fol. 46; BArch R 901/68724, Keitel to Speer, November
1942, fol. 4; BArch RL 3/349, Auswärtiges Amt to Speer, 21.2.1943, fol. 125-7. For a further example, see
Raspin, Italian War Economy, 256.
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