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In the 4:1  series of the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade, four researchers 
give a short answer to the same questions concerning international politics and 
economics. Our aim is to launch the scientific debates in Hungary and promote 
dialogue among experts. In this issue, our topic is: “Can the Wilders-effect influence 
European mainstream politics?”

Nikolett Garai

The latest parliamentary elections of March 15 in the Netherlands are 
considered by many experts as one of the key elections of European Union 
Member States that could alter the political landscape of the EU and could 

contribute to the development of different scenarios regarding the future of European 
politics. On one hand, it was anticipated that Geert Wilders’ Party for Freedom’s 
(PVV) potential victory might help Eurosceptic voices gain further ground in France 
and Germany during the upcoming elections. This scenario is especially frustrating 
for pro-Europeans since those countries have been traditionally the greatest pro-
European Member States. If Eurosceptic parties rule in core Member States, the 
European project will definitely be put on hold. On the other hand, it was suggested 
that in the case of the People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy’s (VVD) electoral 
loss, Eurosceptics will lose an important election, which might lead to a decrease in 
the popularity of such anti-EU sentiments. However, the reality might be between 
these two opposite scenarios since the result of the Dutch election in itself is not the 
only factor that impacts the possible outcomes of the French, German and other 
upcoming European elections. There are some aspects which should be considered 
before making forecasts regarding the effect of the Dutch elections on European 
politics.

Firstly, it is important to take a closer look at the numbers of the election to 
decide whether pro-Europeans can really celebrate. PVV managed to gain 5 more 
seats compared to the 2012 election round – now they have 20 seats in the House 
of Representatives out of 150, which means that they have the second highest 
percentage of seats. VVD won 33 seats, but lost 8 seats compared to the previous 
elections. Despite forecasts that the election will be a head-to-head one like Brexit 
and Trump’s election, this time that was not the case. Even though the PVV did 
not gain significantly more seats, they continue to be confidently present in the 
parliament and in European politics. Pro-Europeans might have won this battle, but 
the war is not over yet.

Secondly, even if Wilders’ party did not win the elections, those underlying 
problems that caused fragmentation in the society will still be present in the 
Netherlands and in other European countries. Radical rightwing parties could 
continue to thrive in the political environment of the post-financial crisis era 
European Union by focusing on issues such as immigration, national sovereignty, 

http://www.dw.com/en/europes-far-right-takes-succor-from-wilders-success-in-dutch-poll/a-37959146
https://www.clingendael.nl/publication/did-netherlands-stop-populist-tide
https://www.clingendael.nl/publication/did-netherlands-stop-populist-tide
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2017/03/20/the-netherlands-complicated-election-result-explained/
http://www.cidob.org/en/articulos/monografias/illiberals/v4_migration_policy_conflicting_narratives_and_interpretative_frameworks
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international terrorism and globalisation. The problem is that those issues were 
mostly raised by politicians like Wilders, who was able to set the domestic political 
agenda of the Netherlands with these highly polarising issues. This kind of “issue 
ownership” contributed to the relative success of those movements. During the 
upcoming elections, the extent to which far right candidates can influence the 
domestic political agenda will make a huge difference. If Marine Le Pen (leader of 
the French Front National) or the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) party will be able 
to portray themselves as the only supporters of viable solutions for those issues, 
and if moderate parties do not address those issues properly, this might contribute 
to the further rise of the “Wilders effect”.

Thirdly, as a consequence of the above mentioned phenomena, the real dilemma 
here is whether mainstream parties will turn to the so called adversarial strategy or 
not and use populist rhetoric regarding main issues – like EU membership and the 
level of integration – to maintain their position, gain back voters and advance their 
views regarding the European project. In the case of the Dutch elections, a shift 
in the government’s stance was visible as Prime Minister Rutte adopted a more 
populist rhetoric towards immigrants during the campaign.

Lastly, we should not forget about the flipside of the coin either. The success 
of far-right parties depends on whether the EU and the Member States are able to 
find a common ground on those topics that are the core issues for the agendas 
of far-right parties. The recent White Paper on the Future of Europe proposed by 
the European Commission suggests five different pathways to reform the EU from 
which two proposals call for less integration. The recognition of “less Europe” 
scenarios by the Commission is already a progressive step.

Michiel luiNiNG

The extent to which Wilders’ ‘success’ (i.e. not winning the Dutch elections 
but emerging as the largest opposition party in a politically fragmented 
Netherlands) has an impact on European mainstream policies depends on a 

variety of factors, i.e. the existing Dutch discourse, the transferability of ‘the Wilders-
effect’ to the unique contexts of other Member States, and the interactions between 
them.

First of all, the explicit anti-EU campaign Wilders launched from 2011 onwards 
should be seen in the context of an already existing Dutch dynamic since ‘Maastricht’, 
when the traditional goals of the instrumentally pro-EU Dutch governments were 
achieved with the completion of the single market. Dutch interests no longer 
necessarily aligned with European interests; in 1999 the Dutch campaigned for 
a rebate, in 2002 the government firmly expressed allegiance to the subsidiarity 
principle, and after the failed constitutional treaty of 2004 mainstream parties’ 
language gradually shifted from ‘EU integration’ to ‘European cooperation’. Wilders’ 

https://www.clingendael.nl/publication/did-netherlands-stop-populist-tide
https://www.clingendael.nl/publication/did-netherlands-stop-populist-tide
http://www.cidob.org/en/articulos/monografias/illiberals/v4_migration_policy_conflicting_narratives_and_interpretative_frameworks
https://www.clingendael.nl/publication/did-netherlands-stop-populist-tide
https://www.clingendael.nl/publication/did-netherlands-stop-populist-tide
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf
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role was thus raising the stake, particularly during the economic crisis, which 
severely tested the traditional Dutch stance of an EU based on rules to prevent 
deeper integration. Prime Minister Mark Rutte for instance made the (broken) 
promise during the 2012 elections to send no more money to Greece.

While Dutch rhetoric partly changed, the Dutch stance generally did not. 
Successive governments have – reluctantly or not – remained loyal to the European 
mainstream while trying to maintain the traditional Dutch line in an EU of 27/28 
where compromise is unavoidable. In addition, Wilders is (now) excluded from 
government, the EU is hardly (and intentionally not) a voting issue and support for EU 
membership remains high in the Netherlands. Nevertheless, Wilders’ relatively large 
party will stand ready to criticise the EU whenever, due to new events, it becomes 
controversial for direct national interests. Moreover, whereas the attitude towards 
the EU of the next government is supposed not to differ substantially from that of 
its predecessors, the image of an increasing gap between rhetoric and reality with 
future EU compromises could linger. This will fuel anti-establishment sentiments 
and political fragmentation that may damage EU policies in the long run.

As regards the impact on the rest of Europe: Wilders primarily fuels the general 
shift in political contestation from a ‘left’ versus ‘right’ to a new ‘open’ versus ‘closed’ 
society political paradigm (e.g. the liberal party of Germany criticises the ECB and 
calls for a Grexit, but is not necessarily popular) but how that affects EU positions 
could differ per country. In countries like the Czech Republic, Poland and Hungary 
strong EU friction already emerged earlier on with Václav Klaus (2003–2013), 
PiS (2005–2007) and Viktor Orbán (since 2010). Wilders’ showing might add to 
(renewed) feelings that the (current) EU is not a solution but a problem. Yet in Spain 
and in Austria pro-EU candidates recently won the elections and in Greece, after 
everything, the euro/EU remains popular. Germany, like the Netherlands, is predicted 
to more or less maintain the status quo on EU policies with a new grand coalition 
after the elections. France, with the two ‘outsiders’ Le Pen and Emanuel Macron 
currently competing, is a clear case of the newly emerged political paradigm. It 
could revolutionise the French political system while at the same time a status quo/
pro-EU stance is a likely outcome.

Lastly, (other) unique interactions between member states are equally important. 
Ironically, ‘pro-EU’ sentiments in one Member State might hypothetically spur ‘anti-
EU’ sentiments in another, and vice versa. For example, if France and Germany would 
agree to take major steps forward in European integration concerning economic 
governance, Dutch governments might have a hard time trying to sell Europe at 
home. On the other hand, EU frustration with ‘weak’ and ‘untrustworthy’ Member 
States, for example in Germany and the Netherlands, that forcefully encourages a 
multi-speed Europe could turn the Visegrád states – already weary that the concept 
might de facto undo enlargement – surprisingly more ‘pro-EU’ (despite anti-EU 
rhetoric in the region, no serious party advocates leaving the EU and the extreme 
right in Hungary even proposes a ‘wage union’).
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In sum, Wilders’ ‘success’ primarily fuels the anti-establishment trend, while 
a direct EU domino effect, if there ever was one, has been halted with the last 
Dutch elections. Nevertheless, in the absence of a clear European narrative that 
mainstream parties can (or will) sell to their voters (while simultaneously sustaining 
their mainstream EU positions which includes compromises that go against direct 
national interests), they will remain vulnerable to anti-establishment politicians who, 
any moment the EU becomes a topical issue, will exploit it in a newly emerged 
political contestation of ‘open’ versus ‘closed’ societies.

eleoNora Poli

Elections in the Netherlands were welcomed by the Italian government as the 
triumph of pro-European forces. Yet, since the PVV, Wilders’ party, nonetheless 
received a high number of seats (20), its defeat was not considered as such by 

a number of Italian pro-European voices as well as eurosceptic parties such as the 
Northern League (LN, 35 seats). For instance the LN leader, Matteo Salvini, who is 
campaigning for a referendum on the euro and for returning power from Brussels 
to Italy, is convinced that the PVV electoral performance was impressive. In this 
respect, while Italy might be divided in interpreting the outcome of the elections, 
right-wing anti-European voices appear to be united in supporting the PVV.

Apart from being two of the founding countries of the European integration 
project, which celebrated its 60th anniversary this year in Rome, the vision on 
the future of Europe differs slightly between the two countries. While the Italian 
government is looking for an ever closer union, which ideally should end up in a 
political union, or, as in the most realistic scenario, in a multi-speed Europe with a 
stronger role of the European institutions, the Dutch government, although not anti-
European as such, is not keen in entering in a political union with Mediterranean 
countries, such as Italy, which are believed to be neither economically nor politically 
reliable.

While the pro-European front, represented mostly by mainstream parties and 
the governments, is not united, Dutch and Italian citizens seem to share very similar 
concerns about the EU, as in both countries, although probably more in Italy than in 
the Netherlands, citizens have been suffering the consequences of austerity policies. 
For instance, since 2012, Dutch Prime Minister Rutte and his government have been 
enforcing a series of cuts on welfare, especially on health and pensions. In Italy, 
the consequences of austerity policies have been aggravated by already difficult 
economic conditions and higher debt. Moreover, discontent in both countries 
seems to manifest itself not only among the poorer social substratum, but also 
by the middle class, which is afraid of losing its social and economic status. This 
is generating a feeling of uncertainty that, coupled with reduced social welfare, the 
migration and security crises, is resulting in a widespread sense of dissatisfaction 
with the status quo.
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Not only are the above-mentioned issues providing populist parties, such as 
the PVV, with an unprecedented political platform, but also the lack of a clear and 
common vision on the future of the EU among pro-European forces. Differently 
from mainstream parties, populist movements seem indeed able to respond to 
citizens’ uncertainties with clear, even if simplified, answers.

In this framework, the question should not be whether the PVV can still influence 
anti-European voices in Europe and Italy. Indeed, with its anti-immigration and 
anti-European rhetoric, and being the second party within the Dutch Parliament, 
it certainly can. On the contrary, what is not clear is how pro-EU parties and 
governments could provide citizens with adequate policy reforms. Indeed, populist 
rhetoric will only be defeated when pro-European forces, national governments and 
the EU itself, will be able to deliver the kind of social and economic security that 
citizens are asking for, while also developing a common vision for the future of the EU.

ZsuZsaNNa csorNai

This year, the Dutch election commanded immense media attention due to 
the so-called Wilders-effect, and the problems the EU is facing, including 
the Brexit negotiations. Previous elections in the Netherlands neither had a 

huge impact on the future of the EU, nor any psychological effects on European 
society. After the British referendum however, it was believed that Wilders can ride 
the Eurosceptic wave to power.

However, the anti-Islamic rhetoric of the Wilders-campaign turned out to be 
much stronger than his Eurosceptic calls, and his push for Nexit (the Netherlands 
leaving the EU). The overall winner of the election was the reigning Prime Minister, 
Mark Rutte, and his VVD party, even though he lost eight seats in the national 
parliament, compared to the previous, 2012 elections. Although PVV came in 
second, gaining five more seats compared to 2012, it was unable to become part of 
the new government, even though its political position improved.

Two aspects of the Wilders campaign need to be taken into consideration. First, 
Wilders’ extreme rhetoric (banning the Koran and threatening with the deportation 
of Muslim communities) clinched the support of those voter groups, who consider 
migration as the basic problem of the EU. Wilders could present himself as a 
problem-solver in this regard. Second, the extremist rhetoric led to the loss of other 
voter groups, which lead to the smaller than anticipated PVV gains. Moreover, PM 
Rutte took advantage of Wilders’ extremism, and stood firmly in the diplomatic 
debate between Turkey and the Netherlands, which contributed to the positive 
image and strong media presence of Rutte in the final days of the campaign.

In 2017, two major elections will take place in Europe. France will go to the polls 
in April to elect its new president, while German general elections are scheduled 
for September. Radical and anti-immigration parties are well-represented in both 

https://www.spectator.co.uk/2017/01/why-geert-wilders-is-taking-over-dutch-politics/
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countries, but their rate of support is different. While Germany’s AfD polls only at 
ten percent, lagging significantly behind the two major parties, the French Front 
National’s candidate for president, Marine le Pen has 20 percent support, which 
is quite similar to the current front-runner, Emmanuel Macron’s popularity. Thus 
in France there is more opportunity for the FN to influence French politics with its 
anti-immigration tone, even though migration is expected to be one of the central 
issues of the German election campaign as well.

Rutte’s political innovation was clearly his slightly radical tone, especially for a 
leader of a liberal “central right” political party in order to gain votes from Wilders. This 
might have further implications for the mainstream parties of Germany and France, 
influencing their campaign messages. On the other hand, Wilders’ approach was 
more harsh compared to FN or AfD, especially concerning the freedom of religion. 
Radical parties are also learning lessons on how to attract more voters. Based on 
these tendencies, it would be not surprising to see mainstream parties talking a little 
more extreme messages in order to attract new voters from the populists.


