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Far-Right Gains Ground in France, Germany

the unpopularity of the executive
[led by Macron] and the importance
of immigration in the campaign.”
Indeed, the far-right figureheads
intheNetherlands, Germany, Italy,
and Austria aren’t exactly spring
chickens, yet they too appeal to
youth voters with a similar for-
mula of anti-EU, anti-immigrant,
and anti-elite doomerism which
paints theleaders of their country
asbeingcorruptand detached.
For Yanis Ouadah, who joined
the National Rally in 2021 and is
now a local party representative
in southwestern France, the par-
ty’s anti-immigration, tough-on-
crime message resonates with
students who fear they are com-
peting with recent immigrants
foraccesstohousingamongother
benefits. “When you see that the
French can’t find housing in their
own country but that foreigners
can, we are asking for a national
priority [in access to housing], some-
thing that more and more young
people agree with,” he told POLIT-
ICObeforetheelection.

Over in the Netherlands, two stu-
dents who cast their first-ever
votes for anti-Islam politician
Geert Wilders last November,
struckasimilar chord whenasked
to explain their choice. “I'm not
against refugees, not atall,” said a
20-year-old studentin Rotterdam
named Chessvan Leeuwen. “Butif
it gets too much, in times of crisis,
we have to thinkaboutourselves.”
Regardless of what else Wilders
stands for, “the Netherlands
comesfirstforhim,”headded.
Ouadah, who hopes to become a
police officer, also linked his polit-
ical choice to his perception that
criminality has run rampant in
France. “We can no longer go out
safely,” he said. “Look at the num-
ber of knife attacks taking place.
We have a government that clear-
ly doesn’t care about the French.”
Oudah also mentioned what he
called “extremism” on display
duringpro-Palestinian protestsin
recent months as a factor helping
the National Rally.

Another oft-cited factor: COVID

and the lockdowns that confined
youths ata time when many were
due to leave their homes to start
university. The lockdown orders
that were handed down by lead-
ers across Europe within a few
weeks in 2020 helped cement
the idea that political elites were
high-handed and insulated from
the effects of their policies. Such
grievances are deeply entrenched
among right-wing voters in many
Europeancountries.

Then there’s the subject of the
song captured on video in Sylt.
Nearly a decade after the bloc
opened its doors to a record
number of refugees fleeing war
in Syria, undocumented migra-
tion to the Continent has dropped
sharply even iflegal migration re-
mains elevated. Yet immigration
remains by far the number one
issue for right-wing voters, inter-
mingledasitiswith fearofa“Great
Replacement” of white Europe-
ans by dark-skinned, mainly Mus-
lim immigrants from outside the
bloc — a term coined by French

intellectual Renaud Camus which
now permeates the right-wing
“meme-o-sphere”.

Far-rightwavehere to stay
In many ways, the surge in youth
support is disconnected from re-
ality. After hitting a high of more
than 10 percent in October 2022,
Europe’sinflationrateisnowback
down to two percent. The same
goes for unemployment, which,
at six percent on average across
the EUaccordingto Eurostat, is far
below the 12.2 percent average
joblessnessratereachedin2013.
In other words, on the economy,
migration, and the effects of the
pandemic, Europe has already
weathered the worstofthe storm.
But the lingering effects of these
convulsions are shaping politics
today and perhaps for many years
tocome.

The challenge facing Europe’s elites
today is sizingup the consequences
of the bloc’s youth-led shift to the
right. In France, the Bardella gener-
ation will return to the polls to vote

inanewnational parliamentduring
a two-round election on June 30
and July 7. The snap election, called
by Macron, will show whether the
shock performance of the National
Rally last Sunday was an outburst
of protest voting or a seismic shift
inthe country’s politics that will ce-
mentthe far-rightpartyasaleading
politicalforce.

While pollsters say voters are
unlikely to install Bardella as his
country’s youngest-ever prime
minister, the National Rally could
well expand its number of seats in
the National Assembly, paving the
way for yetanother attempt by ei-
ther Le Pen or Bardella himself at
winningthe presidencyin2027.
Leading up to the vote, the far-
right's performance is already
shaking up the country’s political
landscape. Eric Ciotti, leader of
the conservative Les Républicains
party,brokealong-standingtaboo
by announcing he would seek lo-
calallianceswith the National Ral-
ly — only to be denounced by sev-
eral ofhisparty’sheavyweights.

In Germany, the abysmal perfor-
mance by the three parties in Olaf
Scholz’s ruling coalition hasn’t
triggered a snap election, but
it may have signed the govern-
ment’s death warrant. While the
chancellorhasruled outcallingan
election, he could yet face a vote of
confidence that might lead to his
replacement, possibly withoutan
election. If Scholz goes, the coun-
try’smostlikelynextleaderwould
be Friedrich Merz, a conservative
member of the Christian Demo-
cratic Union whose party won the
mostvotesintheJune9election.
Whatever twists and turns the
next weeks and months will de-
liver, young far-right voters will
shape European politics for years,
if not decades, to come. Political
allegiances forged in young adult-
hoodtendtolastlifetimes.
Europe’s “foreigners out” genera-
tionmayhavearrivedinasurge;it's
unlikelytoebbawayanytimesoon.

Thearticlefirstappearedon
POLITICO.

¢ Expect EU to finally fine a far-right France
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France has always beentoo big, too powerful,and—
mostcrucially of all —too much apartofthe cozy EU
establishmentto befined foritsfinancialsins.

Buttheparty mightbeover.
As the European Commission prepares to name
and shame the latest batch of governments that

have flouted budget rules, France’s easy ride no
longer looks sustainable. The EU’s top brass is un-
der pressure from across the bloc to finally crack
down on the budget bad boy and set the country
onacoursethatcouldultimately seeitpenalized.

Theprospectof Marine Le Pen’s far-right Nation-

al Rally (RN) forming a government in Paris after
President Enmanuel Macron called a snap elec-
tion has changed everything. It has sent a shud-
der through the EU’s bureaucracy in Brussels —
andinFrankfurt, theseatofthe European Central
Bank— officials have told POLITICO.

After all, it's one thing to let off a pro-
EU, statesmanlike leader for the type
of reckless spending that endangers
the economic stability of the euro-
zone. It's quite another if it’s carried
outbrazenlybyanationalistfirebrand
who doesn’t think the rules are worth
the paper they’re written on in the
firstplace.

“If an irresponsible [French spending]
plan was put on the table, and the
Commission said no problem, then
the whole fiscal framework is lost,”
said Zsolt Darvas, a senior fellow at
Brussels’ influential think tank Brue-
gel, referring to the way the EU’s ex-
ecutive arm gets to run the rule over
governments’ budgets. “Other pop-
ulist parties would forever disregard
therules.”

In the old days, the European elite
could afford to be candid about how
much slack it allowed France. It was
Jean-Claude Juncker, the previous
Commission president, who eight
years ago explained why Europe’s
budget cops had turned a blind eye to
France’s poor public finances. “Parce
que c’estla France,” he said. Simple as
that.

(The fact that Juncker’s economy commis-
sioner was French mighthave helped too.)

Eye-watering

France’s economy under Macronislit-
tlebetterthaninthose days.

His government has already pledged
budgetcuts worth about€20billionto
bring down a budget deficit — the dif-
ference between annual spendingand
income — which reached 5.5 percent
of GDP last year. France’s public debt
is forecast to climb to 114 percent of
GDPin2025.

Those are eye-watering figures: EU
rules force countries to have, or at
least work toward, annual deficits of
three percentand debtat 60 percent.
France is among a dozen countries
that will receive a red flag for breach-
ing the bloc’s deficit threshold. This
will put them into what’s called an
“excessive deficit procedure,” which
requires governments to take action

Supporters of the French far-right National Rally (Rassemblement National - RN) party react with joy after the polls closed during the European Parliament
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to rein in their spending — and to set
outin detailhow they’re goingto doit.
It’s a typically drawn-out EU process
thatcantake yearsbutultimately, they
couldbe fined.

Andthetroubleis, the economicplans
of National Rally, if it takes power,
could make the figures worse not bet-
ter.

“Someone can always promise the
Moon,” Macron’s finance minister,
Bruno Le Maire, told France Info.
“They [National Rally] couldn’t care less
aboutpublicmoney.”

The party has campaigned on a pro-
gram that mixes tax cuts and protec-
tionism and — although prospective
prime minister, 28-year-old Jordan
Bardella, appeared to row back on it
in recent days — undoing Macron’s
pension reforms and lowering the re-
tirement age to 60 for some workers.

That would detonate a bomb under
the country’s public purse, as the av-
erageageofthe populationincreases.
“If RN implements its fiscal policies,
then there’s no chance it can follow the
[EU] fiscal rules, and if it doesn’t follow
the fiscal rules, then the Commission
will have to follow the [excessive deficit]
procedure,” said Nils Redeker, deputy
director ofthe Jacques Delors Institute,
a Paris-based think tank. If the party
followed through with its plans “the
economicdamage could be quite big”.

Losingtrust

But the markets are already jittery.
The French stock market suffered its
worstweekin more than two years. In
the days before Macron’s election an-
nouncement, a credit-rating agency
downgraded the country over the cost
of servicing its debt — a sign of failing

confidence.

And it comes at a time when the
Brussels bureaucracy is at its most
vulnerable. Following the European
Parliament election, the EU must de-
cide whether Ursula von der Leyen
remains president of the Commission,
and thenshe, or whoeverreplaces her,
mustname new commissioners.

“The quickestway forvonder Leyen to
lose the trust of the smaller member
statesbeforeshe’sevennominated for
asecond termis by letting large mem-
ber states, like France and Italy, off the
hook under the new fiscal rules,” one
diplomat from a northern European
country said on condition of anonym-
ity.

The whole pointoftherulesis toavoid
the contagion effects of massive debt
thatalmosttoppled Greece atthe start
ofthe 2010s and was in danger of rip-

pingapartthe whole currency area.

The crunch point won't come this
week. That's more likely in the fall
when countries have to present road-
maps for how they’re going to reduce
their debts and deficits, by which time
France willhave anew government.

Backroomdeals

This is the first test for the EU’s re-
formed spending rules, which were
suspended since the Covid pandemic.
They came back into force this year,
and governments are under pressure
totoetheline.

In the days of Juncker’s infamous
quote, the deal-making that resulted
in France escaping a fine wasless than
transparent. Officials say there is no
longer appetite for such backroomne-
gotiation.

This is even more the case because
northern governments negotiated
strict deficit and debt safeguards into
the reforms to ensure countries are
kept in check and continue to be — at
least theoretically — punished with
finesifthey goastray.

Marketsfirst,

Commission second

This could all be moot. Financial mar-
kets might have their say before the
Commission even gets a chance. Na-
tional Rally would be wise to see the
mess that followed the spending plan
presented by then-UK Prime Minis-
ter Liz Truss two years ago — which
included huge tax cuts, sent markets
into a tailspin, and resulted in her al-
most-immediate downfall.
“Ifithappened in the UK, then it could
happen in France,” Bruegel’s Darvas
said.

Or,asRedeker fromtheJacquesDelors
Institute put it: “What the Commis-
sion does is probably of secondary
importance.”

“The reaction of markets might have a
more immediate impact than the EU’s
fiscalrules.”
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