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Federal election in Germany: Continuation of CDU’s dominance at the
helm of Europe’s biggest power?
By Krševan Antun Dujmović

Introduction
Over the course of past twelve months, Europe
was holding its breath in a couple of nerve
wrecking moments that were to decide the
destiny of the European Union (EU). Indeed, in
June last year the British cast their votes for
the unimaginable and decided that the United
Kingdom (UK) should leave the EU.
Shockwaves battered the woozy continent
sprawling from over the other side of the
English Channel, and it was the President of
the European Parliament, incumbent German
SPD leader Martin Schulz who exclaimed in
the wake of the Brexit vote that the UK should
exit the EU as quickly as possible. Just four
months later Europe experienced another
shockwave, this time propelled from the other
side of the Atlantic, as the Americans voted for
Donald Trump, who was in support of Brexit
during his campaign, advocating overtly
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against the European integration and even
renouncing the fundament of Trans-Atlantic
integration - NATO. The beginning of 2017 set
a murky atmosphere as the EU started to
brace itself for another big test in France. The
victory of Emmanuel Macron in May meant
that the EU would survive, albeit crippled as
the Britons lead by Theresa May continued
relentlessly their divorce with Europe by
triggering the Article 50 in March. With the
British already one foot out, and the French
�irmly in the Union, the attention of the
European public is shifting more to Germany
which will hold the federal election on
September 24th this year. After the
disappointing break away decision in Britain,
some Europeans seem to invoke a renewed
Franco-German axis as the power engine of
European integration. Since the great
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economic depression swept Europe like a
contagion in 2008, Germany has been the best
performing European economy, and German
Chancellor Angela Merkel was perceived as
the “savior of Europe”. Due to these facts, it is
no wonder that all of Europe eagerly expects
the outcome of the German federal election
which will largely determine the fate of the
continent.
CDU and Germany
Angela Merkel

under

Chancellor

Angela Merkel became the Secretary General
of the biggest German party, the Christian
Democratic Union of Germany (Christlich
Demokratische Union Deutschlands - CDU), in
1998, just a month after Gerhard Schröder,
leader or the second biggest party, the Social
Democratic Party of Germany (Sozialdemokratische
Partei Deutschlands – SPD), took of�ice. Taking the
reins of the CDU as President in 2000, Merkel
took over the Christian-Democrats at the very
start of Schröder’s SPD era in Germany,
consolidated the CDU ranks and prepared
herself to grasp the chancellery for three times
in a row (in 2005, 2009, and 2013). In
post-1945 Germany Merkel’s lengthy overall
tenure was only surpassed by such great
historical �igures as CDU’s leader Konrad
Adenauer, who led the tarnished Germany to
prosperity, and Helmut Kohl, who united the
divided country in 1990. In the eyes of the
German and wider European public, Angela
Merkel has created an image of a strong leader
at the helm of Germany. This positive
perception has an exception in the southern
rim of the euro zone, in Portugal, Spain, Italy
and Greece, where many citizens blame her for
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EU’s harsh austerity measures and subsequent
sluggish economic recovery, which combined
lead to high unemployment rate, looming
recession, and the exodus of young work force
from the south of Europe to the north,
primarily Germany.

In post-1945 Germany, Merkel’s
lengthy overall tenure was only
surpassed by such great
historical �igures as CDU’s
leader Konrad Adenauer, who
led the tarnished Germany to
prosperity, and Helmut Kohl,
who united the divided country
in 1990.
Nevertheless, throughout the years of the
deepest and lingering crisis of the EU, Angela
Merkel’s name evolved into an epitome of a
new European leadership, and this political
leverage has even been underpinned with the
recent events of the shocking Brexit
referendum and the surprising results of the
presidential election in the US. Angela Merkel
was not only successfully navigating the
stormy waves of the troubled European
politics, but was rather successful in building
her own and the image of her country in global
politics. The eyes of the world public veered to
Germany and especially to Angela Merkel in
early fall of 2015 when she invited hundreds
of thousands of refugees to Germany and the
rest of the EU from a war-torn Syria. At �irst,
this move was welcomed as an act of
humanitarian relief, much needed for a
country that at that moment saw a raging war
2

for a fourth year in a row. Merkel’s invitation to
Europe was interpreted as the European open
door policy for depraved people from Northern
Africa to Afghanistan and soon immense
columns of migrants �locked on the borders of
Europe, especially in debt-crisis battered
Greece and the rest of the down and out Balkan
countries. As a response, the Hungarian Prime
Minister Viktor Orbán erected a barbed wire
wall towards the southern Balkan neighbor
Serbia, and many Eastern European leaders
followed in condemning the open door policy
instigated by Angela Merkel and Germany.
Scenes of migrants clashing with the police and
sprawling around many of the German central
train stations sparked an outrage internally
too, as many opposition leaders and a vast
percentage of the German public opposed the
welcoming of hundreds of thousands of Middle
Eastern migrants to their country, virtually
with no border control. The suspicion that the
scores of marching immigrants scores could
have included young men associated with
terrorist organizations heavily engaged in war
atrocities in Syria and Iraq, was brooding
further after a number of bloody terrorist
attacks across France and Germany in late
2015 and in 2016.

Hungarian Prime Minister
Viktor Orbán erected a barbed
wire wall towards the southern
Balkan neighbor Serbia, and
many Eastern European leaders
followed in condemning the
open door policy instigated by
Angela Merkel and Germany.
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The reaction to Merkel’s immigrant policy
largely boosted support for anti-EU and
anti-Islam party Alternative for Germany
(Alternative für Deutschland - AfD), which was
prior to this far below the electoral threshold in
most German states. Critics in the UK also claim
that Angela Merkel’s open door policy largely
contributed to the “Leave” vote during the
Brexit referendum, as many British citizens had
feared that the EU led by Germany would
impose new and augmenting migrant quotas to
the migrant attractive island. In spite of all the
criticism internally and across Europe, Merkel
successfully rebutted all opposition and then
instantaneously upended the open door policy
toward migrants in November 2016. Merkel
backtracked and made effectively a U-turn in
her migration policy by actually deporting
many of the migrants back to Africa and the
Middle East, and in spring of 2017 she restored
her position as the strongest European leader
and reinstituted the position and growing
support for her party, the CDU.
Opposition overshadowed by reemerging
power of CDU
During the past twelve years the CDU under
Angela Merkel has been undisputedly the
strongest political force in Germany and the
most dominant party within the conservative
European People’s Party on the European level.
CDU formed a “grand coalition” with SPD to
support the �irst and third Merkel cabinet, in
2005 and 2013 respectively, and the second
Merkel cabinet was supported by the liberal
Free Democratic Party (Freie Demokratische
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Partei – FDP). Throughout the three tenures of
Angela Merkel, the CDU was supported by the
Christian
Social
Union
in
Bavaria
(Christlich-Soziale Union in Bayern – CSU), a
Christian democratic and conservative party,
and together the two sister parties, the CDU and
CSU, formed a Union in which the CSU operates
exclusively in Bavaria, while the CDU operates in
the �ifteen other German states. With an
exception of the period from 2009 to 2013, the
CSU has been governing Bavaria for the past �ifty
years with an absolute majority, one of the
richest and biggest German states.

Rifts within the CDU/CSU Union
do occur, with the latest one
unfolding last November when
the leader of the CSU and
Minister President of Bavaria
Horst Seehofer openly criticized
Angela Merkel over her migrant
policy.
For that reason, the political alliance between
the CDU and CSU and the role of joint
parliamentary group in Bundestag (the
CDU/CSU faction), is of vital importance for the
CDU and Angela Merkel. The CDU/CSU alliance
has been strong since the foundation of the
Federal Republic of Germany in 1949, with only
a brief break-up in 1976. Nevertheless, rifts
within the CDU/CSU Union do occur, with the
latest one unfolding last November when the
leader of the CSU and Minister President of
Bavaria Horst Seehofer openly criticized Angela
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Merkel over her migrant policy. Bavaria is the
southernmost state of Germany bordering
Austria and the �lows of migrants paralyzing
Bavarian railways and terrorist attacks in
Munich and Würzburg in the summer of 2017
fueled unrest among the Bavarian population,
enticing Horst Seehofer to put pressure on
Angela Merkel and to convince her to rescind the
open door policy. Still, the bond between the
CDU and CSU is unwavering and in the event of
CDU forming the new government after the
election on September 24th, CSU will most likely
take its share in it.

If elections in German states are considered the
most realistic opinion poll ahead of the federal
election in September, the CDU has a reason to
be optimistic. In the last three elections held this
spring, namely in Saarland in March, then in
Schleswig-Holstein and North Rhine-Westphalia
state elections in May, the CDU was quite
successful, winning in all three states.
Comparing it to the results in 2012, the CDU won
more votes, in stark contrast to their main rivals,
the SPD, whose percentage of popular vote
plummeted. All the more, the CDU took over the
most populous German state, as 18 million
people, almost one quarter of the total German
population, lives in North Rhine-Westphalia. The
loss of North Rhine-Westphalia was particularly
painful for the SPD, as they won just over 31% of
the popular vote, down from a staggering 39%
�ive years ago, in a sharp decline of their support.
The latest results in three Germans states
indicate that the so called “Schultz effect” largely
failed to deliver election results. Martin Schultz
took the reins of the Social Democrats in March
this year, just a week ahead of the �irst test in the
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Saarland state election, and after �ive years as
president of the European Parliament, where he
gained a lot of popularity.

The loss of North Rhine-Westphalia
was particularly painful for the
SPD, as they won just over 31%
of the popular vote, down from
a staggering 39% �ive years
ago, in a sharp decline of their
support.
However, with the reemerging popularity of
Angela Merkel and her CDU since the beginning
of 2017, the odds of Martin Schultz becoming
the German chancellor look quite bleak. His
SPD colleague, Frank-Walter Steinmeier was
elected as President of Germany and assumed
of�ice in March, while the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs that Steinmeier was running has a new
Minister - Sigmar Gabriel, who was President of
SPD before Schultz. The only way for Schultz to
get a hold of a new position is either to win,
which seems unlikely, or to hope for a new
“grand coalition” with the CDU. In case of a
good result for Martin Schultz, his party will
seek cooperation with a socialist and a
left-wing populist party - the Left (Die Linke),
which traces its roots to the Socialist Unity
Party of Germany (Sozialistische Einheitspartei
Deutschlands - SED) that once ruled East
Germany, and with the Greens (Bündnis
90/Die
Grünen).
Another
interesting
phenomenon is that of the right-wing populist
and Eurosceptic party Alternative for Germany
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which was founded in 2013, and after gaining
momentum
on
anti-Muslim
and
anti-immigration rhetoric, failed to leap out
from the margins of the German political
spectrum.
Germany – a reluctant hegemon or emerging
global leader in a multipolar world
Angela Merkel won the aura of European
peacemaker during the rapidly deteriorating
relations between the West and Russia.
Moscow’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014
and its subsequent meddling and support to the
rebels in the Eastern Ukrainian region of
Donbas provoked the backlash of the United
States against a growingly assertive Russia.
Soon, Western sanctions on Russia were
imposed, and Germany’s leadership was crucial
for getting unanimous support in alienating
Russia’s campaign in Ukraine. Showing
Europe’s resolute unanimity in the face of the
threat in the East made the image of Merkel
even stronger. Still, as a person who lived half of
her life in the German Democratic Republic
(GDR), Angela Merkel was fully aware of the
importance of Russia for European economies,
due to the fact that around a third of Europe’s
gas and oil demand is supplied from Russia, and
the key role of good relations with Russia for
Europe’s security architecture. All this
motivated Angela Merkel to be a key peace
broker in the creation of the Minsk agreements,
which were negotiated by the leaders of
Ukraine, Russia, Germany and France.
Undoubtedly, Angela Merkel’s engagement
largely contributed to the Minsk agreements
5

and the cease�ire which followed, thus bridling
Russia’s growing ambitions and restoring peace
in Eastern Europe, even though an uneasy one.
Angela Merkel also proved as a leader who
found a way to leverage relations with Russia, in
a way that curbed Russian ambitions on the one
hand, and opened the door for Euro-Russian
cooperation on the other, most evident with the
opening of the Nord Stream pipeline in
September of 2011. It seems that the second
pipeline which is set to transfer Russian gas to
Germany across the seabed of the Baltic Sea,
dubbed Nord Stream 2, could be relaunched,
and that would certainly make Germany’s
dominance in Europe even stronger.

It seems that the second pipeline
which is set to transfer Russian
gas to Germany across the
seabed of the Baltic Sea, dubbed
Nord Stream 2, could be
relaunched, and that would
certainly
make
Germany’s
dominance in Europe even
stronger.

Even though her critics accused her of trying
too much to appease the US administration, in
particular the ex-president Barack Obama, she
was strong enough to draw a line in many
situations, and to conduct a German foreign
policy independent of American pressure. This
was obvious even during her �irst chancellery,
when she, along with French President Nicolas

IRMO BRIEF 06/2017

Sarkozy, opposed Georgia’s and Ukraine’s
ambition to join the NATO Membership Action
Plan, and is obvious nowadays with her
realization that the dialogue with the Russians
is necessary to bring stability in Europe,
distancing her from leaders of the UK, Poland
and Baltic states who advocate for a harsher
stance toward EU’s eastern neighbor. With the
British determined to complete Brexit and with
Donald Trumps’ administration turning their
sight from Europe further to the East, the
Persian Gulf and East Asia, including relations
with North Korea and China, Germany will �ind
an opportunity to build a new Europe dedicated
to itself and to the renewal of the European
project, relying less on the Anglo-American axis.
Conclusion
The three cabinets of Angela Merkel saw
Germany rising to undisputed dominance in
Europe, which will be further underscored with
the UK out of the EU. Her strong leadership has
been approved by German voters, who during a
hard time of slow recovering European
economy and crisis of leadership in the West
seek a Chancellor who will continue to lead
them, securing German prosperity and stability
in Europe. It is no surprise then that just
months before the federal election Angela
Merkel’s CDU is the leading German political
party, prevailing in most of the German states.
The Social Democrats seem to be sti�ling behind
the CDU, and it is hard to believe that they will
be able to catch up and close the big backlog,
while other parties linger far behind the big
two, with an exception of CSU, which is only
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represented in Bavaria, and regularly forms
coalitions with its sister party - the CDU. It
seems likely that, after the September federal
election, Germany will see the continuation of
CDU’s dominance, and in that case the fourth
cabinet of Angela Merkel. With Brexit looming,
and the landslide victory of pro-EU Emmanuel
Macron in May and the success of his party
Republic on the Move (La République En

Marche! - LREM) in June, Germany will seek a
new Franco-German alliance rede�ined and
able to meet new challenges and raising global
competition. Angela Merkel’s statement in May
in Munich indicating that the US and the UK are
no longer reliable partners, means that
Germany and Europe will attempt more than
ever since 1945 to design their destiny on their
own.
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