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The Franco-Belgian Occupation of the German Industrial
Ruhr Area and Currency Depreciation, 1923

By Richard Banyai © 1971

After the first World War, Germany was a defeated
nation with internal political and economic problems and
the problem of reparations payments. In late 1922, the
German government asked for a temporary moratorium
on its reparation payments until its financial situation
could be straightened out. The French government ob-
jected to this demand and on January 10, 1923, an-
nounced that a mission of control would be sent into
the Ruhr area of western Germany. French and Belgian
troops began the invasion and occupation of the Ruhr
district on January 11.

Although this occupied Ruhr area was only about 60
by 28 miles in extent, it constituted the industrial heart
of Germany. It was one of the most populated regions in
Europe, containing ten per cent of the German people.
The French and Belgians assumed that by holding this
small area they would either secure reparations payments
at first hand or so paralyze the industrial life of Germany
as to force her to agree to their terms.

The German government now faced two alternatives:
(1) either accept the French demand and make new pro-
posals for the payment of reparations, or (2) refuse to
cooperate with France and passively resist all French
efforts.

The German government believed that without German
assistance France would be unable to operate the Ruhr
industries, that the cost of the profitless occupation would
force the French treasury into bankruptcy, and that thus
the French would be compelled to withdraw in defeat
from the territory.
French troops occuping a city in the Ruhr area, 1923

The German government chose resistance and stopped
all deliveries of reparations in kind to France and
Belgium. It ordered the inhabitants of the occupied area
to pay no customs duties, coal taxes, or export duties

which could come into French hands. The German
government entered upon a program of financial aid to all
those—officials, railwaymen, miners, and industrial
workers—who by reason of passive resistance lost their
means of support. The government inflated the already
depreciating currency to defray the expense of sup-
porting idle workers and compensating their employers.
On September 26, 1923, the German government under
internal pressure announced that the passive resistance
was ended.

At the time of the Ruhr occupation, the German mark
depreciated rapidly as the government deficit to finance
resistance in the Ruhr added marks to the already roaring
flames of the inflationary holocaust.

On January 9, 1923, the eve of the Ruhr occupation,
the rate of exchange of German marks for a U. S. dollar
was 10,000 marks to one U. S. dollar. Three weeks later
the quotation was 49,000 marks to one U. S. dollar. Thus.
the occupation of the Ruhr added significantly to the
redundancy of the German mark currency and its patho-
IGgical depreciation.

Shown here are two specimens of postage stamps which
were used at the time of the Ruhr occupation. The stamps
are surcharged with higher values than the original value
of the stamp and also have a reference to the Ruhr,
RHEIN-RUHR-HILFE (Rhine-Ruhr-Aid). The first speci-
men is a 5 mark stamp surcharged with new valuation of
100 marks and the second specimen is a 25 mark stamp
surcharged with new valuation of 500 marks to keep pace
with the inflation.

British-type notes inscribed West African Currency
Board date from 1912-18 when the Board was established
to administer the currencies of Nigeria, Gambia, Sierra
Leone and the Gold Coast. With Nigerian independence
and founding of its Central Bank issuing notes from
July 1, 1959, the WACB notes were gradually phased out
and ceased to be legal tender in 1962.
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