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SUMMARY

® Inresponse to an anticipated right-wing surge in the European Parliament election, many
mainstream parties and European political elites seem to be settling on a two-fold strategy.
This consists of aping right-wing policies on migration and promoting a narrative of the
EU’s success by focusing on its response to the climate crisis, the covid-19 pandemic, and

Russia’s war on Ukraine.

But our analysis of European public opinion reveals that both approaches are likely to
backfire. Migration is not as central as many policymakers think, and voters hold strong
beliefs about the motivations of their leaders, meaning what matters most is who speaks

and not what is said.

Focusing on the commission’s positive agenda could also counterproductively benefit anti-
European parties because European publics have a negative perception of the EU’s track

record of responding to crises.

If mainstream parties want to push back against the far right, they should embrace an
alternative agenda which prioritises national contexts, and develop more targeted

campaigns designed to mobilise voters without fanning an anti-European backlash.

Against the backdrop of the US presidential election in November, they should also make a

new geopolitical case for Europe.
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Introduction

The surest way to get lost is to follow an inaccurate map. And many pro-European parties

preparing for the European Parliament election in June 2024 risk doing exactly that.

The expectation is that the election will see a massive surge in support for the far right,
powered by European publics’ dissatisfaction with the latest wave of illegal immigration. In
an attempt to address this challenge, mainstream parties and European political elites appear
to be settling on a two-fold strategy. Firstly, they are attempting to neutralise migration as a
political issue by aping right-wing policies. The European Union’s new migration compact
passed in December was a clear example of this strategy, as was the migration law recently
adopted in France, which was largely framed by the right and far right. Secondly, European
elites are hoping to change the narrative in their favour by promoting a vision of European
success centred around the EU’s response to Russia’s war on Ukraine, the climate crisis, and

the covid-19 pandemic.

But the results of ECFR’s latest poll - conducted in January 2024 in 12 EU countries that
account for three-quarters of seats in the European Parliament (Austria, France, Germany,
Greece, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden) -
show that both strategies are likely to backfire. While the former risks overemphasising the
role of migration policy, the latter could end up inadvertently mobilising voters of anti-
European parties by highlighting precisely those issues where public opinion is more likely to

be aligned with the far right.

In this paper we uncover some of the patterns behind the headline polls and present an
alternative map for pro-European election campaigns ahead of the vote in June this year.
Rather than trying to imitate the far right on migration and campaigning on the track record
of the European Commission, we suggest ways that national leaders can develop more
targeted campaigns that mobilise pro-European voters without fanning an anti-European
backlash. Against the backdrop of the presidential election in the United States in November,

we also suggest how European leaders can make a new geopolitical case for Europe.

The transformation of the right

According to ECFR’s European Parliament election forecast published in January, the 2024
election could see a major shift to the right in many countries, with populist radical-right
parties gaining votes and seats across the EU, and centre-left and green parties losing out. The

forecast predicted that anti-European populists were likely to win the largest number of votes
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in nine member states (Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, Hungary, Italy, the
Netherlands, Poland, and Slovakia) and come second or third in nine more countries
(Bulgaria, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Latvia, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden). It
projected that nearly half the seats in the next European Parliament will be held by MEPs
outside the “super grand coalition” of the three centrist groups, and that an all-right coalition
of Christian democrats, conservatives, and radical-right MEPs could emerge with a majority

in the parliament for the first time.

However, focusing on a far-right surge wrongly implies that European far-right parties are a

unified front, when in fact, the far right has so far shown very low levels of cohesion and a

limited capacity for cooperation. And, relatedly, it ignores the very different trajectories of

anti-European parties.

The last few years have seen a simultaneous radicalisation of some European right-wing
parties and a de-radicalisation of some of the far right, which complicates efforts to counter
their rise. On the one hand, for example, Brothers of Italy was previously seen as a radical,
post-fascist movement, but is now considered rather mainstream by many in Europe,
including by most Italian voters. On the other hand, the Polish Law and Justice party has
come a long way from its previous position as an EU-realist part of the mainstream (co-
leading, a decade ago, the European Conservatives and Reformists grouping in the European
Parliament with the United Kingdom’s Tories), to becoming an increasingly anti-European
force today. This not only means that mainstream parties cannot rely on a common strategy
to push back against the far right, but that they will have to be very careful about how they
talk about Europe.

In our survey we asked respondents about the attitudes of their main national far-right party
towards the EU and found that the perceptions of the parties vary dramatically between

countries and electorates.
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Does the leader of the main far-right party in your country* want
your country to leave the EU? Share of respondents that believe they
want to achieve this, in per cent.

EU to break apart Leave the eurozone Obstruct the EU's work Leave the EU

Far-right voters  Other voters

Poland 66 |
Netherlands
Austria 5 |
Sweden
Germany 55
Hungary a9 |
France

Spain

Portugal (28 |

Romania

Greece m

ltaly

*Jaroslaw Kaczynski in Poland; Tino Chrupalla and Alice Weidel in Germany; Herbert Hickl in Austria; Marine
Le Pen in France; George Simion in Romania; Jimmy Akesson in Sweden; Viktor Orban in Hungary; Geert
Wilders in the Netherlands; Santiago Abascal in Spain; Andre Ventura in Portugal; Kyriakos Velopoulos in
Greece; and Giorgia Meloni in Italy.

Source: Survey conducted by YouGov and Datapraxis in January 2024, in Austria, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, ltaly, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden.
ECFR - ecfreu

Our data shows that only 15 per cent of Brothers of Italy voters believe that Giorgia Meloni
wants to engineer Italy’s exit from the EU - and the rest of Italian voters doubt this too.
Similarly, neither the party’s voters nor the rest of voters in Italy believe, in their majority,
that she wants to obstruct the EU’s work or wants Italy to leave the eurozone. The Italian
opposition cannot therefore easily mobilise its voters by claiming that Brothers of Italy risks
putting the EU - and their country’s position within it - in danger. Pro-Europeans in Spain,

Portugal, and Romania face a similar constraint.
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In Poland, although few Law and Justice voters believe that the party’s leader Jaroslaw
Kaczynski wants to exit the EU, the majority of Poles do see this as his objective. Here,
emphasising the dangers of the Law and Justice party for Europe could give the country’s pro-
European forces a double advantage: mobilising their own voters, while demobilising some

Law and Justice voters.

In four of the other countries in which we polled (Germany, Austria, Sweden, and the
Netherlands), both far-right voters and the broader electorate think the leader of their
national far-right party is anti-European (in terms of seeking their country’s exit from the EU
and the eurozone, and seeking to obstruct the EU’s work). The parties in question - the
Alternative for Germany (AfD), the Freedom Party of Austria (FPO), the Sweden Democrats,
and Geert Wilders’s Party for Freedom (PVV) - have not undergone a major evolution
comparable to that of the Law and Justice party or Brothers of Italy. But the fact that the anti-
Europeanism of their leaders is broadly recognised presents pro-European forces with a
challenge. They may well try to mobilise their own voters by reminding them of the far right’s
anti-Europeanism - but, in doing so, they risk also inadvertently mobilising far-right voters.
This risk is even greater in France, where higher numbers of National Rally voters
acknowledge the anti-Europeanism of the party’s leader, Marine Le Pen, than the rest of

French society.

Pro-European parties therefore need to develop strategies to play on the divisions between far-
right forces - and use quite different approaches to counter them in different national

contexts.

The migration trap

There is a widespread sense that migration could become the central issue in European
politics in 2024. When it comes to addressing the rise of the European far right, many
mainstream parties have therefore tried to neutralise the issue of migration by copying the
hardline policies of far-right parties, both in their own policies and by supporting tough
action at the EU level. However, while migration is certainly rising in salience, our polling

raises questions about this strategy.

Firstly, the results of our survey show that most Europeans do not consider migration to be
the biggest challenge the EU is facing. Over the last 15 years, the EU has been subject to five
major crises - the migration crisis, Russia’s war on Ukraine, the global financial crisis, the
climate crisis, and the covid-19 pandemic - all of which have left their mark on the population

and crystallised constituencies that increasingly have a political identity. In a recent paper
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based on polling conducted between September and October 2023, we described these
identities as “crisis tribes”, which were determined by which crisis people felt had most
shaped the way they look at their future. In that round of polling, immigration was the
smallest crisis tribe. In our survey in January, we asked the same question, this time adding
the war in Gaza as a sixth crisis. The results once again show that immigration is not the most
formative crisis for the majority of people. The immigration tribe was again smaller than
most of the other tribes, with 15 per cent of respondents belonging to it, compared to 21 per
cent for the economic tribe, 19 per cent for the covid-19 tribe, 16 per cent for the climate
tribe, and 16 per cent for the war in Ukraine. Only the war in Gaza was selected less often - by

just 4 per cent of respondents.

This division runs through and between member states. The immigration tribe is
disproportionately large in Germany and Austria but is much smaller than other tribes in
many other countries. For example, the economic tribe is the largest in Greece, Portugal,
Italy, and Hungary. The covid-19 tribe is the biggest in Spain and Romania. The tribe most
concerned by the war in Ukraine is dominant in Poland and Sweden. And the climate tribe is

the biggest in France and the Netherlands.
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Which of the following issues has, over the past decade, most changed the way you look at
your future? By country, in per cent.

[
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Climate change
Immigration

Covid-19 pandemic

War in Ukraine

Global economic turmoil
War in Gaza

Other

Don't know

Source: Survey conducted by YouGov and Datapraxis in January 2024, in Austrig, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands,
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden. - Get the data
ECFR - ecfreu

Secondly, our polling shows that voters distinguish between migrants from different
countries - with much more positive views of those that they feel they know best, and whom

they feel are culturally closer. For example, as we noted in a previous paper, Europeans tend

to see the arrival of people from other member states and Ukraine in a more positive light
than they do migrants from the Middle East or Africa. (Some of Ukraine’s immediate
neighbours are a worrisome exception - especially Poland, where 40 per cent of respondents
said they see Ukrainian migrants as a “threat”.) This leads us to believe that much of the
public is less concerned with closing the borders - and more about having the ability to

control the number of people who arrive and the right to choose who is welcome.

Thirdly, our polling found that concern about migration is not necessarily limited to

immigration (people coming). A large number of European voters are more or equally
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worried about emigration (people leaving) from their countries than they are about the arrival
of newcomers. On average, across the 12 countries polled, 34 per cent said they were more
worried about immigration, but 16 per cent said they were more worried about emigration -

and 31 per cent said they were worried by both equally.

Naturally, there are big variations across countries in this regard. Concern about immigration
dominates in the wealthier countries and many of the older member states of the EU, such as
the Netherlands, Austria, Germany, and Sweden. But Sweden and Austria also have large
populations that are not concerned by either immigration or emigration. And in six countries
(Greece, Hungary, Italy, Portugal, Romania, and Spain), a majority is worried chiefly about

emigration or about both equally.
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Are you more worried about immigration or emigration? By country, in
per cent.

B Immigration [MEmigration = 1 am worried by both equally | am not worried by either of
these ' Don't know

NL 63 13 18 4
AT 53 15 23 4

DE 44 26 16 5 K]
SE 42 15 29 8
PL 38 30 12 6
FR 34 31 22 7
PT 29 46 5 6
ES 25 40 7
T 25 33 8 6
HU 22 38 no 4
GR NN 52 6
RO 34 13 7
0

50 100

Based on the question: Generally speaking, are you more worried about people coming info your country, or
your country's people leaving?

Source: Survey conducted by YouGov and Datapraxis in January 2024, in Austria, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, ltaly, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden
ECFR - ecfreu

Our polling therefore suggests that the political centrality of immigration does not stem from
the fact that it is Europe’s most acute crisis in the eyes of its inhabitants, but from right-wing
parties’ success in making it a symbol of the EU’s failures. It is this crisis, alongside the
economic crisis, that respondents to our earlier study thought the EU had responded the

worst to.

Most importantly, however, even those who are most concerned about migration are unlikely
to believe mainstream parties that adopt far-right policies. The results of our polling show

that despite what leaders say or do, voters suspect them of having ulterior motives - a
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phenomenon we refer to as “the rise of suspicious majorities”. When it comes to pro-
European party leaders, a large number of voters suspect that, despite what they may say or
do in public, they actually want to open up their country to migrants and refugees.
Unsurprisingly, such thinking is prevalent among the voters of anti-European parties - with
66 per cent of Law and Justice voters, 57 per cent of AfD voters, and 53 per cent of Vox voters
saying this is a priority of Donald Tusk, Olaf Scholz, and Pedro Sanchez respectively. The
same intention is also attributed to European Commission president Ursula von der Leyen by
a majority of voters of the Law and Justice party (66 per cent), Fidesz (60 per cent), and the
AfD (50 per cent). It is therefore hard to imagine that any far-right party voters could be
attracted by the mainstream just because the latter tries to imitate the far right on

immigration.
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Do they want to open up your country to migrants and refugees?
Share of respondents saying these leaders want to achieve this, in per cent.

Increase energy prices Transfer power to the EU Open up the country

Th in national pro-E
e main national pro-European | Leyen

leader*
Portugall 43
Spain 34
Germany 47
Poland 55
Netherlands 36
Italy 32
Romania 52
Hungary 59
Greece 54
France 36
Austria 45
Sweden 32

* Olaf Scholz in Germany; Frans Timmermans in the Netherlands; Emmanuel Macron in France; Donald Tusk
in Poland; Klaus lohannis in Romania; Pedro Sanchez in Spain; Alexander Schallenberg in Austria; Elly Schlein
in ltaly; Kyriakos Mitsotakis in Greece; UIf Kristersson in Sweden; “the opposition” in Hungary; and the Socialist
Party in Portugal.

Source: Survey conducted by YouGov and Datapraxis in January 2024, in Austria, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, ltaly, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden.
ECFR - ecfreu

Some mainstream parties may be adopting tougher stances on immigration for a different
purpose: to avoid forfeiting to the far right the part of their own voter base most concerned by
migration. But this is also unlikely to work given that high numbers of the electorate at large
suspect the pro-European leader in their country wants to open it up to migrants and refugees
- ranging from 54 per cent for the Socialist Party in Portugal to 38 per cent for Emmanuel
Macron in France. In two countries - Sweden and Austria - the government leaders, Ulf
Kristersson and Karl Nehammer, have managed to build up reputations as guardians of their

country’s borders. Just 16 per cent of Swedes and 26 per cent of Austrians think that their
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head of government wants to open up their country to migrants and refugees. But it is
debatable whether this approach is helping to limit the appeal of the far right even in these

countries, where the far-right Sweden Democrats and Freedom Party of Austria are prospering

Following the far right’s policies on migration carries many risks and provides no guarantee
of attracting or retaining voters most concerned with migration. Where mainstream parties
such as the Danish Social Democrats have managed to push back against the far right, they
found an angle on migration where they had credibility - namely the defence of the Danish
social model. If voters do not believe the underlying motivations for a policy shift, they risk

seeing it as inauthentic - and opting for the genuine far-right product rather than the copy.

The paradox of EU success

When it comes to talking about the other crises that Europe has faced in recent years, our
polling reveals that mainstream parties risk emphasising precisely the things which are likely
to make them unpopular. When pro-Europeans talk about what they see as the quintessential
European success stories of the past few years - the response to the covid-19 pandemic,
support for Ukraine, or the European Green Deal - they might actually be doubling down on

their biggest potential weaknesses in the eyes of many voters.

This may be bewildering for European leaders who are, in many respects, rightly proud of the
way they have dealt with the risks of covid-19, supporting Ukraine, and advancing the
European Green Deal. But our data shows that few of these arguments will mobilise voters to

their benefit. On the contrary, they risk creating more opposition than support.

The first reason for this is that many citizens see the EU’s performance in responding to
several of the recent crises in predominantly negative terms. And while success has a short
memory - people who may previously have seen the EU’s policy in these areas in positive
terms now often take it for granted - the resentment of sceptics often has a longer life and has

become an enduring part of political identities.
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Do you think the EU generally played a positive or negative role in
the following crises? Average across 12 countries polled, in per cent.

M Positive ~ Neither or Don't know or Don't care [ Negative

Covid-19 pandemic 35 3
The war in Ukraine 34 7
Financial crisis in the EU 39

The war in Gaza m 55 3
0 50 100

(o8]

Source: Survey conducted by YouGov and Datapraxis in January 2024, in Austria, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, ltaly, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden.
ECFR - ecfreu

On covid-19, there is a significant gulf between the EU’s self-perception of having succeeded
and the perception of much of the European public. Only in Portugal and Spain do more
people think the EU played a more positive role than a negative one in responding to the
covid-19 pandemic. We did not poll on national policies, but our sense is that the decisiveness
of the governments - such as those in France, Austria, and the Netherlands - that pushed for

lockdowns and obligatory vaccinations created a libertarian backlash.
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Do you think the EU generally played a positive or negative role in
the covid-19 pandemic? In per cent

Covid-19 pandemic Financial crisis War in Ukraine War in Gaza

B Positive ~ Neither or Don't know or Don't care [ Negative

Average 35
0 50 100

Portugal 20
Spain 26
taly 34
France 38
Poland 39
Sweden 44
Greece 36
Netherlands 41
Hungary 34
Germany 40
Austria 33 4
Romania 30

0 50 100

Source: Survey conducted by YouGov and Datapraxis in January 2024, in Austria, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, ltaly, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden.
ECFR - ecfreu

This gulf in perception also extends to the other crises. Only in Sweden, Portugal, the
Netherlands, and Poland do more people see the EU’s response to the war in Ukraine
positively than negatively. And in none of the countries polled was the EU’s role in dealing

with the financial crisis seen mostly positively. (In our previous survey, we also asked about

the EU’s handling of the climate crisis and immigration, and discovered that in all nine

member states polled, majorities considered the EU to have handled both crises poorly.)
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Do you think the EU has generally done a good job or bad job when it
comes to its handling of each of the following issues? Average across
9 countries polled, in per cent.

B Goodjob  Don'tknow M Bad job

Covid-19 pandemic 9
Russia's invasion of Ukraine 13

Climate change

N
(3
—
=
o

Global economic turmoil 24 16

Immigration

o_l
I
>
I

Source: Survey conducted in September/October 2023 by YouGov and Datapraxis in Denmark, France,
Germany, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Romania, and Spain; and by Norstat and Datapraxis in Estonia.
ECFR - ecfreu

The fact that - for the first time in EU history - the sitting president of the European
Commission, von der Leyen, is running as the lead candidate of one of the political families,
the European People’s Party, is a great opportunity for the pro-European majority to have a
leader with strong popular legitimacy. But her candidacy also increases the temptation for
mainstream parties to run their campaigns on communicating the EU’s successes. Our data
suggests that this would be a mistake. Celebrating the EU’s successes could make these areas
easy targets for far-right parties, whose electorates are particularly negative about the EU’s
tackling of the different crises - and who might therefore end up mobilising more voters than

pro-European parties.

And the problems run much deeper than that. Once again, voters’ perceptions of politicians
do not just depend on their policies, but on the motives that voters attribute to them. As
shown on the above graphic, across the board, many Europeans think that leaders of pro-
European parties want not only to let migrants in but would also conspire to raise energy
prices; some also believe they want to transfer their country’s political power to the EU. Most

mainstream leaders are suspected of these motives, including von der Leyen.

Most importantly, such perceptions are not only widespread among far-right voters - but they
are also, in several countries, non-negligeable among mainstream voters. For instance, 28 per

cent of Christian Democratic Union/Christian Social Union (CDU/CSU) voters in Germany
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think that Scholz wants, “above all”, to increase petrol and energy prices to help combat
climate change. In Portugal and Spain, 24 per cent of the centre-right opposition’s voters

think the same about their countries’ left-wing government leaders. Regarding the EU’s

motives, 15 per cent of CDU/CSU voters also believe that von der Leyen - who comes, after all,

from their political family - seeks, “above all”, to transfer power from Berlin to Brussels; with
a further 28 per cent saying she wants to achieve this but not as a priority. The corresponding
numbers for Germany’s Social Democrats (SPD) voters are also high, with 14 per cent

believing this is von der Leyen’s priority and 36 per cent that it is one of her aims.

The EU’s climate policies are particularly divisive. In our survey, we asked people to confront

a hypothetical trade-off between the two goals of pursuing climate ambitions and avoiding the

rise of energy bills. In most countries polled - apart from Sweden and Portugal - more people
preferred to reduce energy bills than privilege climate action. At the same time, however, in
none of these countries did a majority select either of these two options. In each of them, a
plurality - ranging from 18 per cent in Greece to 37 per cent in Sweden - opted for curbing
carbon emissions. And usually only about a third chose neither of these two options,

preferring to sit on the fence.
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Would you prefer to reduce carbon emissions or reduce energy bills?
By country, in per cent.

I If it was up to me, European governments should do all possible to reduce carbon emissions,
even if that means energy bills would need to rise B If it was up to me, European governments
should do all possible to reduce energy bills, even if that means missing carbon emissions
targets © Don'tcare = None ofthese ~ Don't know

Total 18 15

0 50 100

Sweden ¥ 18
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Based on the question: Which of the following statements best reflects your view?

Source: Survey conducted by YouGov and Datapraxis in January 2024, in Austria, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden.
ECFR - ecfreu

One powerful illustration of the danger of going big on EU priorities, such as the European
Green Deal, in mainstream election campaigns is the backlash against green policies in
Germany. After an attempt by the government to overhaul the country’s home heating
systems proved exceptionally unpopular, the German Green party now wallows in the polls at

a pitiable 13 per cent. German critics of climate policies do not tend to deny climate change,
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but they do challenge the pace of change. There seems to be an intensity gap between how

Green party voters feel about climate change and how others feel.

From the electoral perspective, European leaders would also be wrong to over-emphasise
Europe’s support for Ukraine in the run-up to the election. Plenty of people also see the EU’s
response to Russia’s war in negative rather than positive terms. And there is a split (discussed
in our previous paper) regarding the EU’s policy on the war between those who believe that
Europe should support Ukraine in liberating all occupied territories and those that would
rather push Ukraine towards negotiating a peace deal with Russia. On this, even fewer people
(usually no more than 30 per cent) choose to sit on the fence. And in several countries —
especially Germany, France, the Netherlands, and Spain - people are strongly divided
between the two options. The key difference regarding the outcome of the war in Ukraine,
compared to the climate issue, is that there are major geographical differences too - with
support for Ukraine’s struggle to regain all of its territory prevailing clearly in Sweden,
Portugal, and Poland, and the preference for a peace settlement dominating in Hungary,

Greece, Italy, Romania, and Austria.

However, even where one option clearly prevails over the other, the issue of the war in
Ukraine still has divisive potential. In Italy, Greece, and Austria, the current governments are
supporting Ukraine to regain its territories against the dominant view among the domestic
public. Meanwhile, in Poland and Sweden, where governments and the public broadly stand
with Kyiv, elements of their Ukraine policy have prompted backlash, including against
Ukrainian migrants and agricultural products - requiring leaders to choose their words about

the war with utmost attention.

The rise of suspicious - or even paranoid - majorities means that elites can easily become the
victims of their muscular rhetoric. European leaders risk focusing too much on policy while
appearing removed from their electorates’ core concerns. If leaders want to stop the far-

right’s rise, they will have to find a more authentic way of campaigning.

Four alternative strategies for mainstream parties

If pro-European politicians follow the conventional wisdom about the 2024 European
Parliament election, they may end up accidentally mobilising anti-European forces rather
than their own voters. But if mainstream parties are unlikely to prosper by aligning with the
right on migration and speaking of the successes of the EU’s agenda, how can they push back

against the surge of the far right?

Above all, they need to remember that the European Parliament election is primarily national
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in the way people vote. To minimise the triumph of the far right, mainstream parties
therefore need to look for nationally specific ways of mobilising voters who support an
outward-looking agenda while working to depress the results for the Eurosceptics. We see

four main pathways towards such a strategy:

1. Making polarisation on the EU work for the mainstream

In the 2019 European Parliament election, pro-European parties effectively put the survival of
the EU on the ballot. They managed to convince voters that far-right parties were seeking to
leave the EU and follow in the footsteps of Brexit and Donald Trump. That will be much

harder this time around - and it could end up helping Eurosceptic parties in many countries.

In countries like France and Italy, having a Brussels-centred strategy will likely backfire. The
far-right parties in these countries have been busy de-risking themselves and abandoning
pledges to leave the EU and the eurozone - so claims about saving Europe would not be
credible. Moreover, these parties are likely to benefit from a campaign focused on Ukraine,
covid-19, or climate change, which will disproportionately mobilise voters for anti-European
parties. Neither a get out the vote campaign nor a generalised attempt at polarisation is

therefore likely to benefit pro-European parties.

Although a generalised campaign to save the EU is unlikely to work, there is potential for an
effective polarising strategy in countries where the far right is perceived as extreme outside of

its own voting base.

This is particularly true of Germany where a large number of voters think that one of the
AfD’s priorities is for Germany to leave the eurozone and the EU. The mass protests against
the far right that took place across Germany earlier this year show that the threat of the AfD’s
rise has a strong mobilising potential for the mainstream. There is also potential for such an
approach in Poland, Austria, France, Sweden, and the Netherlands, where large parts of the
population are worried that populists in their countries will want to leave the EU or eurozone,
or see the EU break apart. In Poland, the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, and Sweden,
majorities of the voters that are supportive of parties other than the Law and Justice, PVV,
AfD, FPO, or Sweden Democrats consider exiting the EU to be a priority agenda of their

country’s main anti-European party.
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Polarising the election around attitudes to the EU will not work in countries where the far
right has polished its image, but may be successful in combatting parties that have a
mainstream background but have turned to the right (such as the Law and Justice party or
Fidesz).

2. Demobilising the Eurosceptics, mobilising the mainstream

Pro-European leaders have many reasons to be worried about the election. Europeans are
exhausted by crises and a sizeable block of voters see the EU’s response to every one of the
crises that has shaken the continent in the last 15 years as negative. Many of them are
currently indicating their support for anti-European parties. But many of these people won’t
necessarily vote. In fact, a large proportion of the people who express sympathy for anti-
European parties might have not just given up on the EU - or on mainstream parties - but on

politics altogether.

In the past, far-right voters used to be less likely to vote than supporters of the mainstream;
after all, why would they bother to vote in an election that is about an institution that many of
them would rather see abolished? In some countries (such as the Netherlands, Poland, and
Sweden), voters of anti-European parties continue to be less mobilised than those of their pro-

European rivals.

However, in some of the EU’s most influential states (such as Austria, France, and Germany),
voters of anti-European parties are now highly mobilised - sometimes even more so than
mainstream voters. AfD voters, for instance, are among the ten most mobilised party
electorates from across the 12 countries polled; they are more likely to vote in the European
Parliament election than CDU/CSU or SPD voters. In France, roughly as many La République
en Marche (LREM) and National Rally voters say they will “definitely” vote - 63 per cent and

61 per cent respectively.
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Share of voters that say they will “definitely” vote in the European
Parliament election. By voter intention, in per cent.
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In these countries, therefore, the campaign will largely need to be about mobilisation. Pro-

European parties need to work to mobilise their own voters - for example, by underlining the

stakes of this election, stressing the risks of an asymmetrically high mobilisation among anti-

Europeans for different issue areas (such as the EU’s environmental, social, and economic

laws), or presenting the European Parliament election as a test of whether the far right could

be stopped on a national level (which is a particularly relevant issue in Austria, France,

Germany, and Spain, given the upcoming national elections).

But the mainstream also needs to look for ways to discourage voters of anti-European parties

from voting for them. While it is unlikely that these voters would switch camps, they might
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not vote at all if not provoked to by an election that focuses on tropes that mobilise the far
right such as immigration, or their perceptions of negative policies on covid-19, climate, and

Ukraine.

3. Focusing on other crises to appeal to undecided voters

In some countries, pro-Europeans should look to push back against the migration obsession

of the far-right parties to target undecided voters that have wider concerns.

For example, in France, the performance of Macron’s LREM largely depends on whether it
can be successful in attracting the 24 per cent of voters who don’t yet know who to vote for in
the European Parliament election. These people are obviously less mobilised - but not totally
demobilised. Of them, 21 per cent say they will definitely vote, and a further 31 per cent say
they will probably vote. Ten per cent of undecided voters see the election as mattering “a

great deal” for their future, and a further 30 per cent say it matters “a fair amount”.

Most importantly, 37 per cent of them did not vote in the second round of the French
presidential election in 2022 - but 44 per cent of those who did voted for Macron, compared to
19 per cent who voted for Le Pen. It is therefore a pool of people who have previously voted

for Macron at least once.

In most countries, the undecided voters are overrepresented by women. They represent 75
per cent of the “don’t knows” in France, 73 per cent in Austria, 71 per cent in Spain, 69 per
cent in Poland, and 66 per cent in Germany. Some of them might be attracted by parties that
prove their interest and credibility in tackling the concerns that are common among women,
for example around abortion laws, workplace equality, and minority rights. Poland set a
promising example in this regard last year when a record mobilisation among women helped

to vote out the conservative, Eurosceptic government.

4. Making the geopolitical case for Europe

The biggest challenge for pro-European parties may be to work out how to talk about
geopolitics. One of the key strategic decisions that they need to make when preparing for
their campaign is how much attention they should dedicate to the war in Ukraine - and what

language to use when discussing it.

On the one hand, those most supportive of Kyiv would not want that war to become relegated
to the second plane, as that would make it harder still to ensure continued financial and

military support. But politically it would be dangerous for the mainstream if the war in
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Ukraine becomes a key battleground in the upcoming election. Many anti-European parties
might then exploit the war fatigue among the European population. There is also a risk that
profiling the far right as Vladimir Putin’s allies or facilitators could erode the broad anti-Putin

consensus that has emerged since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

Based on the results of our polling, we believe that turning the Ukraine war into a central
focus of the campaign would backfire on pro-European parties. For one thing, only 10 per
cent of Europeans polled think that Ukraine can win the war. Europeans also have mixed
feelings about the EU’s performance in responding to the war and about the EU’s strategy
going forward. Making Ukraine a central issue could bolster the opposition - and stoke fears

about the threat to European agriculture, industry, and society in many member states.

On the other hand, there is underexplored room for a geopolitical case for Europe in relation
to Trump - about whom Europeans are much less ambivalent. As shown in our previous
study, the vast majority of European voters will be disappointed if he wins the US election this
autumn (Fidesz is the only party whose voters would be, in their majority, pleased by this
result). And Europeans are particularly worried about him handing Putin a victory in Ukraine.
The prospect of Trump winning could create an opening for some European leaders to focus
on European sovereignty and to distance themselves from the US during the campaign.
Rather than talking about the EU’s success in supporting Ukraine, pro-European leaders could
frame the discussion around the need for the EU to become more autonomous and serious

about defending itself from the Russian threat.

Ironically, the prospect of a second Trump presidency could wake European voters up to the
importance of preserving a pro-European direction for the next European Parliament. When
Trump throws the stability of the US security guarantee into question, Europeans should
realise the importance of being able to rely on their fellow EU members and on EU structures.
Contrary to the previous European Parliament election, in which several anti-European
parties hoped to benefit from Trump’s electoral victory, this time Trump could mobilise pro-

Europeans even before the result of the US election.
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Would you be more pleased or disappointed if Donald Trump were to
be elected as the next US President? By voter intention, in per cent.
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The uses of adversity

The crisis of European democracy - and the prospect of a far-right surge - are real, but the

coming election does not need to see mainstream politics eclipsed by the far right.

Pro-European parties have a chance to end up in a much better position than many expect,

and with a workable majority in the European Parliament. But in order for this to happen,

European leaders need to part with some of the myths with which they are currently living.

And they need to regain the initiative in setting the terms of the debate.

They should not make this an election about migration or about the successes of the last

European Commission. And they should not choose between a polarisation or fragmentation

strategy at the European level. Instead, they should adopt a set of differentiated national

strategies like those described above to mobilise their supporters without provoking far-right

voters.

This should include making a new geopolitical case for Europe, which does not attempt to
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mobilise people out of solidarity with Ukraine - but rather out of a concern for European
sovereignty and security. Faced with uncertainty in American politics and Putin’s aggression,
pro-Europeans should argue that we are in a moment in which if the EU did not exist, it would

need to be invented.

Methodology

This report is based on a public opinion poll of adult populations (aged 18 and over)
conducted in January 2024 in 12 European countries (Austria, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden). The total

number of respondents was 17,023.

The polls were conducted online by Datapraxis and YouGov in Austria (4-11 January, 1,111
respondents), France (2-19 January, 2,008), Germany (2-12 January, 2,001), Greece (8-15
January, 1,022), Hungary (4-15 January, 1,024), Italy (5-15 January, 2,010), the Netherlands (5-
11 January, 1,125), Poland (2-16 January, 1,528), Portugal (3-15 January, 1,037), Romania (4-12
January, 1,030), Spain (2-12 January, 2,040), and Sweden (2-15 January, 1,087).
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