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Introduction

European political parties are preparing 
themselves for the European Parliament 
elections in May 2019. With the UK formally 
leaving the EU at the end of March, the number 
of MEP seats for the election will decrease 
from 751 to 705, with a wider range of Brexit 
issues that will have to be dealt in the run-up. 
Also, Jean-Claude Juncker will not run again 
and that will leave the position at the head of 
the European Commission open for a new 
candidate. 

During the mandate of the current 
Commission sweeping changes occurred 
across the EU and, maybe more importantly, 
outside of it. The migrant crisis that exploded 
in late 2015 has shifted the way politics is 
debated in the EU and in the member states. 
The advent of ISIS in the Middle East and 
North Africa and the number of terrorist 

attacks in Europe have highlighted the 
security nexus between internal EU security 
and its neighbourhood. Russia has remained a 
strategic challenge and with it the security of 
Eastern Europe remains in question. The 
election of Donald Trump in the US and 
uncertainty of Transatlantic relations and 
global trade rules that came with him have 
become a new and important factor in 
international politics. Brexit has shown that 
the “ever closer Union” slogan rings hollow 
and that the process of EU expansion is 
reversible. A string of national elections has 
shown how deep and complex political issues 
in Europe really are, and how centre-left 
parties are under pressure with diminishing 
vote share. On top of that, political debates 
about the internal EU reform are yet to offer 
any tangible result.

In that context come the new elections for the 
European Parliament. Due to the changes 
brought with the Lisbon Treaty for the 2014 
elections, namely the Art. 17 Para 7 that says 
that the European Council “needs to take into 
account the elections to the European 
Parliament” in proposing a candidate for the 
President of the European Commission, it 
meant that the electoral results were tied to 
the chances of winning the Commission 
presidency. While the parliamentary approval 
was needed before as well, the rule made 
signi�icant changes in electoral campaigns and 
strategies. Political parties and groups were 
thus encouraged to go forward with 
candidates they believed are likely to win 
strong support from the pan-EU electorate 
and to aim to win the top Commission job. The 
whole election was nudged towards a more 
EU-level democracy, giving citizens a chance to 
vote for a “familiar EU face” by creating a 
so-called Spitzenkandidaten role for the 
leaders of the party/coalition lists. 

Fluidity of Spitzenkandidaten Model

Fundamentally, the Spitzenkandidaten role is 
an interpretation of the said Lisbon rule, not a 
rule in itself. The real issue is how to interpret 
the “take into account the elections to the 
European Parliament” provision. It clearly 
does not make any guarantees to the clear or 
relative electoral winner but also 
delegitimizes any signi�icant deviation from 
the electoral results. Effectively, it means that 
the party group that wins most EP seats 
should propose its own candidate for the 

MEPs to vote for as the EP’s candidate for the 
head of the Commission.

Historically, competences of the European 
Parliament have been increasing with treaty 
reforms. However, voter participation across 
member states has been steadily decreasing 
since the �irst elections in 1979, from around 
62% turnout to 42% in 2014. The idea of 
Spitzenkandidaten was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend of low turnout 
and to strengthen the role of the Parliament 
against Heads of State or Government in the 
process of electing the Commission President, 
in light of the whole balance of institutional 
powers in Brussels. It was also a way of 
“politicizing” European elections in a time 
marked by the economic crisis and growing 
sentiments of EU-scepticism in its various 
forms. In that sense it would be hard to view 
2014 elections as successful, as the voice of 
the EU-sceptics grew louder, especially those 
of Front National and UK Independence Party. 
Furthermore, low turnout was also 
delegitimizing the Parliament in its turf war 
with the European Council since its members 
eo ipso enjoy strong national support, and 
thus can claim stronger democratic mandate 
than MEPs or Parliament in general. 

The idea of Spitzenkandidaten 
was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend 
of low turnout and to 
strengthen the role of the 
Parliament against Heads of 
State or Government.

from a (relative) winner party group would 
become the Commission President. Angela 
Merkel and Emanuel Macron publicly 
supported Donald Tusk in his position that 
there is no automatic way for the 
Spitzenkandidat to become a Commission 
President. On member states’ level, Merkel’s 
extended national coalition talks in early 2018 
produced a coalition paper that did not support 
the Spitzenkandidaten process, a small victory 
for her CDU in negotiations with junior partner 
SPD. Part of the logic of the European Council’s 
members is the wish for having a free hand in 
choosing the next President of the Commission, 
thus having the full – and member states’ – 
freedom of action. Nevertheless, the other part 
is the fear of electorate shifting in such a way to 
produce a Spitzenkandidat that might not be 
“pro-EU” enough, the one that might come from 
some of the more EU-sceptic groups. This is 
where the “shock” of 2016 and 2017 comes in. 
Both Brexit and Trump’s presidency were not 
expected, and after Marine Le Pen’s advance to 
the second round of the French presidential 
elections, the strong showing of AfD in German 
parliamentary elections and other successes of 
groups usually referred to as right-wing 
populist, there is much doubt in the 
predictability of the “positive” results. In a way, 
the opposition to the Spitzenkandidaten 
process also looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

Party Politics Ahead of 2019

How are party groups setting their internal 
election models in preparation for the 2019 

elections? In general, they are preparing to 
choose their own lead candidates, and have set 
procedures that will lead to such an outcome by 
the end of 2018. 

EPP is looking to go through similar process as 
in the previous elections. In trying to increase 
internal competition, candidates must be 
supported by their national member parties 
and by no more than two non-national member 
parties. Final congress will be held in Helsinki 
on November 8 and will vote by a majority of 
the EPP delegates for their Spitzenkandidat. As 
Juncker will not be the candidate, the name for 
his possible successor that was most often 
mentioned in the public for the last several 
months was Michel Barnier's, who narrowly 
lost to Juncker in 2014 and who has a spotlight 
as an EU's chief Brexit negotiator. But, as of 
early September, the strongest competitor 
might be Manfred Weber, EPP’s leader at the 
European Parliament and the member of the 
Bavarian CSU. Weber has swiftly secured the 
support of Angela Merkel, though with an 
of�icial caveat that it does not of�icially mean 
that Berlin endorses the Spitzenkandidaten 
logic of winning the Commission presidency. 
No German has been a President of the 
Commission since Walter Hallstein in 1960s, 
and over the last decades Berlin was cautious of 
the wider EU balance of powers. With the 
electoral outcomes of the last several years and 
the rise of the eurosceptic far right on her mind, 
Merkel is looking to solidify the centre-right 
through the German Spitzenkandidat while she 
has the chance.

At the 2014 elections, six European political 
parties have declared their Spitzenkandidaten. 
European People’s Party chose Jean-Claude 
Juncker in a closely contested vote, Party of 
European Socialists chose Martin Schulz, 
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe 
chose Guy Verhofstadt (co-elected by the 
European Democratic Party), European Greens 
chose Ska Keller and José Bové, and the 
European Left chose Alexis Tsipras. Alliance of 
European Conservatives and Reformists, 
gathering most prominently UK’s Conservative 
Party and Poland’s Law and Justice Party, did 
not want to choose its own candidate as it held 
the view that the whole Spitzenkandidaten 
process was strengthening the supra-national 
logic and the federalist tendencies, which they 
strongly opposed. All four major UK parties 
were opposed to the process, and the UK and 
Hungary were the only member states that 
were not visited by any of the 
Spitzenkandidaten during the campaign. Four 
televised debates with all or most of the 
candidates were held in late April and early 
May, and were an entirely new experience.  
Eventually, the EPP won plurality of seats with 
29%, and with some darts thrown at the 
process from the European Council, 
Jean-Claude Juncker was chosen as the 
President of the European Commission.

At the beginning of 2018 the �ight about the 
Spitzenkandidaten system was renewed. On 
January 23, the European Parliament’s 
constitutional affairs committee adopted the 
text stating that the Spitzenkandidaten process 
“is a principle that cannot be overturned”. A 

parliamentary debate on February 7 showed a 
strong support for the process within Brussels. 
Juncker called it a “tiny piece of democratic 
progress”, a system that is "about the 
democratic fabric of the EU". Antonio Tajani, the 
President of the Parliament was talking about 
“reinforcing democracy” and not wanting a 
“bureaucratic Europe”, while Manfred Webber, 
EPP’s European Parliament leader was talking 
about the “days of the backroom diplomacy” 
that preceded the Spitzenkandidaten process. 
The Parliament adopted the resolution 
rejecting any attempt to ditch or circumvent the 
process. The Commission issued a 
Recommendation C(2018) 900 �inal on 
February 14 “on enhancing the European 
nature” of the elections. It called European 
parties to designate their Spitzenkandidaten by 
the end of 2018, to publish their electoral 
programs by early 2019, and called the national 
parties to inform the public on the candidates 
they support and the political positions that 
they represent.

In a way, the opposition to the 
Spitzenkandidaten process also 
looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

At the end of February, some of the prominent 
members of the European Council mounted an 
attack on the process. Heads of States and 
Governments agreed unanimously (with UK 
Prime-Minister Theresa May absent) that they 
would not guarantee that the Spitzenkandidat 

number of options, Macron has voiced support 
for Margrethe Vestager, European 
Commissioner for Competition, who gained 
some fame by striking at such IT behemoths as 
Apple and Alphabet (Google) for violation of 
rules. At this time, Guy Verhofstadt remains the 
top contender for the job. Still it remains to be 
seen whether LREM will join and boost ALDE’s 
chances or will opt to form its own liberal 
coalition. This just might be the main story for 
the entire 2019 elections.

ECR is under major threat as a party in the 
European Parliament. Brexit will leave them 
without their strongest party and 18 UK MEPs 
from the Conservative party, leaving Polish PiS 
as the main constituent of the group. One move 
that they have made to counter the expected 
loss was to admit the Swedish Democrats into 
the membership, and hope that SD can build on 
the positive showing at the Swedish 
parliamentary elections. But the group will 
struggle to achieve a strong result in total, 
considering the crowded right-wing and the 
loss of conservative UK voters.

As a new party, formed only in 
2016 on strong pro-EU liberal 
ideas, LREM is now a major 
force in French politics and is 
looking at ways of in�luencing 
Brussels.

Similarly, Europe of Freedom and Direct 
Democracy will lose its 18 UKIP MEPs, and have 

With the electoral outcomes of 
the last several years and the 
rise of the Eurosceptic far right 
on her mind, Merkel is looking to 
solidify the centre-right through 
the German Spitzenkandidat.

PES will hold a congress in Latvia in October 
and will come up with a name of its lead 
candidate on December 1. Three names are 
being mentioned for the position - Pierre 
Moscovici, current Commissioner for 
Economic and Financial Affairs, Taxation and 
Customs, Federica Mogherini, Vice-President 
and High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy and Frans Timmermans, 
the Vice-President and Commissioner for 
Better Regulation, Interinstitutional Relations, 
the Rule of Law and the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. PES will be hit 
particularly hard by Brexit as it have will lost 
millions of Labour Party's voters, and it will 
have to �ind a way to �ill the gap between EPP 
and itself, the gap that got wider since EPP had 
no major party af�iliate in UK in 2014 and thus 
will feel no immediate negative effects of 
Brexit. Electoral defeats of the French, Dutch 
and German socialists in 2017 are also a sign of 
a bad trend for the group. 

The main issue for ALDE will be whether they 
will be able to pull in Macron’s La Republique 
En Marche. As a new party, formed only in 2016 
on strong pro-EU liberal ideas, LREM is now a 
major force in French politics and is looking at 
ways of in�luencing Brussels. Still looking at a 

lost Swedish Democrats to the ECR. As it stands 
now, EFDD will have to rely on AfD in Germany 
and Five Stars Movement in Italy to boost its 
chances. While �inally entering the national 
government through coalition with Lega, Five 
Stars might be too uneasy within the EFDD as 
the expected loss of UKIP through Brexit will 
leave the EFDD as less of a Eurosceptic and 
more of a pure right-wing group. 

With Europe of Nations and Freedom they 
might respond by either forming a “continental” 
bloc or in other way reshaping the right-wing 
political landscape fora better result, trying to 
capitalize on recent successes in various 
national elections. Lega in Italy and Freedom 
Party of Austria have become parts of the ruling 
coalitions in their respective countries, and will 
try to repeat strong national results at the 
European level. French National Rally will hope 
that its rebranding will prove productive and 
that it will be able to put another strong 
showing behind Marine Le Pen at the European 
elections after major shifts in French party 
politics since 2017. 

Various polls are suggesting few major trends, 
with further fragmentation being the main one. 
EPP will remain in the lead position, while it 
will bleed some support, as will PES that will 
also struggle to fend of the ALDE challenge for 
the second position. Groups on the far right will 
collectively have a better result than in 2014 
and will pick-up new votes, but the distribution 
due to shifting alliances might put some of them 
in danger. GUE left and Greens-EFA are looking 
at possible small gains, and a chance to further 
solidify their basis. In all, another “grand 

coalition” of EPP, PES and ALDE looks to be the 
safest bet for the �illing of Commission 
portfolios as the �inal result.

Conclusion

The elections of 2014 have not reversed the 
trend of declining voter turnout, and have 
once again showed that these elections are 
second-tier to the national ones, where voters 
tend to punish the governing parties and show 
support for the smaller and fringe parties. It is 
hard to see that this will signi�icantly change 
in 2019. Spitzenkandidaten model will almost 
certainly be respected again, barring major 
electoral surprises, and will slowly add 
another notch in trying to link pan-EU 
electorate with top European Commission job 
and Brussels politics. 

What might be the change is the topic and the 
essence of the campaign. Two effects of the 
rise of the eurosceptics have now taken shape. 
The �irst is that the issue of the European 
Union itself has been tabled across as a topic 
for an open debate, and the second is that it 
has exposed the trans-national form of that 
debate. Lulled in the conviction that the 
overall EU progress is irreversible and secured 
from the whims of dissatis�ied swaths of 
electorate, centre-right and centre-left were 
slow to pick up the challenge. The electoral 
debates and campaigns in general will focus 
on the challenges of economic performance, 
future visions of the EU, security and identity. 
That complex exchange may still provide 

needed ideas and consensus to push the EU 
project forward, giving it additional 
democratic legitimacy.
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Introduction

European political parties are preparing 
themselves for the European Parliament 
elections in May 2019. With the UK formally 
leaving the EU at the end of March, the number 
of MEP seats for the election will decrease 
from 751 to 705, with a wider range of Brexit 
issues that will have to be dealt in the run-up. 
Also, Jean-Claude Juncker will not run again 
and that will leave the position at the head of 
the European Commission open for a new 
candidate. 

During the mandate of the current 
Commission sweeping changes occurred 
across the EU and, maybe more importantly, 
outside of it. The migrant crisis that exploded 
in late 2015 has shifted the way politics is 
debated in the EU and in the member states. 
The advent of ISIS in the Middle East and 
North Africa and the number of terrorist 

attacks in Europe have highlighted the 
security nexus between internal EU security 
and its neighbourhood. Russia has remained a 
strategic challenge and with it the security of 
Eastern Europe remains in question. The 
election of Donald Trump in the US and 
uncertainty of Transatlantic relations and 
global trade rules that came with him have 
become a new and important factor in 
international politics. Brexit has shown that 
the “ever closer Union” slogan rings hollow 
and that the process of EU expansion is 
reversible. A string of national elections has 
shown how deep and complex political issues 
in Europe really are, and how centre-left 
parties are under pressure with diminishing 
vote share. On top of that, political debates 
about the internal EU reform are yet to offer 
any tangible result.

In that context come the new elections for the 
European Parliament. Due to the changes 
brought with the Lisbon Treaty for the 2014 
elections, namely the Art. 17 Para 7 that says 
that the European Council “needs to take into 
account the elections to the European 
Parliament” in proposing a candidate for the 
President of the European Commission, it 
meant that the electoral results were tied to 
the chances of winning the Commission 
presidency. While the parliamentary approval 
was needed before as well, the rule made 
signi�icant changes in electoral campaigns and 
strategies. Political parties and groups were 
thus encouraged to go forward with 
candidates they believed are likely to win 
strong support from the pan-EU electorate 
and to aim to win the top Commission job. The 
whole election was nudged towards a more 
EU-level democracy, giving citizens a chance to 
vote for a “familiar EU face” by creating a 
so-called Spitzenkandidaten role for the 
leaders of the party/coalition lists. 

Fluidity of Spitzenkandidaten Model

Fundamentally, the Spitzenkandidaten role is 
an interpretation of the said Lisbon rule, not a 
rule in itself. The real issue is how to interpret 
the “take into account the elections to the 
European Parliament” provision. It clearly 
does not make any guarantees to the clear or 
relative electoral winner but also 
delegitimizes any signi�icant deviation from 
the electoral results. Effectively, it means that 
the party group that wins most EP seats 
should propose its own candidate for the 

MEPs to vote for as the EP’s candidate for the 
head of the Commission.

Historically, competences of the European 
Parliament have been increasing with treaty 
reforms. However, voter participation across 
member states has been steadily decreasing 
since the �irst elections in 1979, from around 
62% turnout to 42% in 2014. The idea of 
Spitzenkandidaten was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend of low turnout 
and to strengthen the role of the Parliament 
against Heads of State or Government in the 
process of electing the Commission President, 
in light of the whole balance of institutional 
powers in Brussels. It was also a way of 
“politicizing” European elections in a time 
marked by the economic crisis and growing 
sentiments of EU-scepticism in its various 
forms. In that sense it would be hard to view 
2014 elections as successful, as the voice of 
the EU-sceptics grew louder, especially those 
of Front National and UK Independence Party. 
Furthermore, low turnout was also 
delegitimizing the Parliament in its turf war 
with the European Council since its members 
eo ipso enjoy strong national support, and 
thus can claim stronger democratic mandate 
than MEPs or Parliament in general. 

The idea of Spitzenkandidaten 
was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend 
of low turnout and to 
strengthen the role of the 
Parliament against Heads of 
State or Government.

from a (relative) winner party group would 
become the Commission President. Angela 
Merkel and Emanuel Macron publicly 
supported Donald Tusk in his position that 
there is no automatic way for the 
Spitzenkandidat to become a Commission 
President. On member states’ level, Merkel’s 
extended national coalition talks in early 2018 
produced a coalition paper that did not support 
the Spitzenkandidaten process, a small victory 
for her CDU in negotiations with junior partner 
SPD. Part of the logic of the European Council’s 
members is the wish for having a free hand in 
choosing the next President of the Commission, 
thus having the full – and member states’ – 
freedom of action. Nevertheless, the other part 
is the fear of electorate shifting in such a way to 
produce a Spitzenkandidat that might not be 
“pro-EU” enough, the one that might come from 
some of the more EU-sceptic groups. This is 
where the “shock” of 2016 and 2017 comes in. 
Both Brexit and Trump’s presidency were not 
expected, and after Marine Le Pen’s advance to 
the second round of the French presidential 
elections, the strong showing of AfD in German 
parliamentary elections and other successes of 
groups usually referred to as right-wing 
populist, there is much doubt in the 
predictability of the “positive” results. In a way, 
the opposition to the Spitzenkandidaten 
process also looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

Party Politics Ahead of 2019

How are party groups setting their internal 
election models in preparation for the 2019 

elections? In general, they are preparing to 
choose their own lead candidates, and have set 
procedures that will lead to such an outcome by 
the end of 2018. 

EPP is looking to go through similar process as 
in the previous elections. In trying to increase 
internal competition, candidates must be 
supported by their national member parties 
and by no more than two non-national member 
parties. Final congress will be held in Helsinki 
on November 8 and will vote by a majority of 
the EPP delegates for their Spitzenkandidat. As 
Juncker will not be the candidate, the name for 
his possible successor that was most often 
mentioned in the public for the last several 
months was Michel Barnier's, who narrowly 
lost to Juncker in 2014 and who has a spotlight 
as an EU's chief Brexit negotiator. But, as of 
early September, the strongest competitor 
might be Manfred Weber, EPP’s leader at the 
European Parliament and the member of the 
Bavarian CSU. Weber has swiftly secured the 
support of Angela Merkel, though with an 
of�icial caveat that it does not of�icially mean 
that Berlin endorses the Spitzenkandidaten 
logic of winning the Commission presidency. 
No German has been a President of the 
Commission since Walter Hallstein in 1960s, 
and over the last decades Berlin was cautious of 
the wider EU balance of powers. With the 
electoral outcomes of the last several years and 
the rise of the eurosceptic far right on her mind, 
Merkel is looking to solidify the centre-right 
through the German Spitzenkandidat while she 
has the chance.

At the 2014 elections, six European political 
parties have declared their Spitzenkandidaten. 
European People’s Party chose Jean-Claude 
Juncker in a closely contested vote, Party of 
European Socialists chose Martin Schulz, 
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe 
chose Guy Verhofstadt (co-elected by the 
European Democratic Party), European Greens 
chose Ska Keller and José Bové, and the 
European Left chose Alexis Tsipras. Alliance of 
European Conservatives and Reformists, 
gathering most prominently UK’s Conservative 
Party and Poland’s Law and Justice Party, did 
not want to choose its own candidate as it held 
the view that the whole Spitzenkandidaten 
process was strengthening the supra-national 
logic and the federalist tendencies, which they 
strongly opposed. All four major UK parties 
were opposed to the process, and the UK and 
Hungary were the only member states that 
were not visited by any of the 
Spitzenkandidaten during the campaign. Four 
televised debates with all or most of the 
candidates were held in late April and early 
May, and were an entirely new experience.  
Eventually, the EPP won plurality of seats with 
29%, and with some darts thrown at the 
process from the European Council, 
Jean-Claude Juncker was chosen as the 
President of the European Commission.

At the beginning of 2018 the �ight about the 
Spitzenkandidaten system was renewed. On 
January 23, the European Parliament’s 
constitutional affairs committee adopted the 
text stating that the Spitzenkandidaten process 
“is a principle that cannot be overturned”. A 

parliamentary debate on February 7 showed a 
strong support for the process within Brussels. 
Juncker called it a “tiny piece of democratic 
progress”, a system that is "about the 
democratic fabric of the EU". Antonio Tajani, the 
President of the Parliament was talking about 
“reinforcing democracy” and not wanting a 
“bureaucratic Europe”, while Manfred Webber, 
EPP’s European Parliament leader was talking 
about the “days of the backroom diplomacy” 
that preceded the Spitzenkandidaten process. 
The Parliament adopted the resolution 
rejecting any attempt to ditch or circumvent the 
process. The Commission issued a 
Recommendation C(2018) 900 �inal on 
February 14 “on enhancing the European 
nature” of the elections. It called European 
parties to designate their Spitzenkandidaten by 
the end of 2018, to publish their electoral 
programs by early 2019, and called the national 
parties to inform the public on the candidates 
they support and the political positions that 
they represent.

In a way, the opposition to the 
Spitzenkandidaten process also 
looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

At the end of February, some of the prominent 
members of the European Council mounted an 
attack on the process. Heads of States and 
Governments agreed unanimously (with UK 
Prime-Minister Theresa May absent) that they 
would not guarantee that the Spitzenkandidat 

number of options, Macron has voiced support 
for Margrethe Vestager, European 
Commissioner for Competition, who gained 
some fame by striking at such IT behemoths as 
Apple and Alphabet (Google) for violation of 
rules. At this time, Guy Verhofstadt remains the 
top contender for the job. Still it remains to be 
seen whether LREM will join and boost ALDE’s 
chances or will opt to form its own liberal 
coalition. This just might be the main story for 
the entire 2019 elections.

ECR is under major threat as a party in the 
European Parliament. Brexit will leave them 
without their strongest party and 18 UK MEPs 
from the Conservative party, leaving Polish PiS 
as the main constituent of the group. One move 
that they have made to counter the expected 
loss was to admit the Swedish Democrats into 
the membership, and hope that SD can build on 
the positive showing at the Swedish 
parliamentary elections. But the group will 
struggle to achieve a strong result in total, 
considering the crowded right-wing and the 
loss of conservative UK voters.

As a new party, formed only in 
2016 on strong pro-EU liberal 
ideas, LREM is now a major 
force in French politics and is 
looking at ways of in�luencing 
Brussels.

Similarly, Europe of Freedom and Direct 
Democracy will lose its 18 UKIP MEPs, and have 

With the electoral outcomes of 
the last several years and the 
rise of the Eurosceptic far right 
on her mind, Merkel is looking to 
solidify the centre-right through 
the German Spitzenkandidat.

PES will hold a congress in Latvia in October 
and will come up with a name of its lead 
candidate on December 1. Three names are 
being mentioned for the position - Pierre 
Moscovici, current Commissioner for 
Economic and Financial Affairs, Taxation and 
Customs, Federica Mogherini, Vice-President 
and High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy and Frans Timmermans, 
the Vice-President and Commissioner for 
Better Regulation, Interinstitutional Relations, 
the Rule of Law and the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. PES will be hit 
particularly hard by Brexit as it have will lost 
millions of Labour Party's voters, and it will 
have to �ind a way to �ill the gap between EPP 
and itself, the gap that got wider since EPP had 
no major party af�iliate in UK in 2014 and thus 
will feel no immediate negative effects of 
Brexit. Electoral defeats of the French, Dutch 
and German socialists in 2017 are also a sign of 
a bad trend for the group. 

The main issue for ALDE will be whether they 
will be able to pull in Macron’s La Republique 
En Marche. As a new party, formed only in 2016 
on strong pro-EU liberal ideas, LREM is now a 
major force in French politics and is looking at 
ways of in�luencing Brussels. Still looking at a 

lost Swedish Democrats to the ECR. As it stands 
now, EFDD will have to rely on AfD in Germany 
and Five Stars Movement in Italy to boost its 
chances. While �inally entering the national 
government through coalition with Lega, Five 
Stars might be too uneasy within the EFDD as 
the expected loss of UKIP through Brexit will 
leave the EFDD as less of a Eurosceptic and 
more of a pure right-wing group. 

With Europe of Nations and Freedom they 
might respond by either forming a “continental” 
bloc or in other way reshaping the right-wing 
political landscape fora better result, trying to 
capitalize on recent successes in various 
national elections. Lega in Italy and Freedom 
Party of Austria have become parts of the ruling 
coalitions in their respective countries, and will 
try to repeat strong national results at the 
European level. French National Rally will hope 
that its rebranding will prove productive and 
that it will be able to put another strong 
showing behind Marine Le Pen at the European 
elections after major shifts in French party 
politics since 2017. 

Various polls are suggesting few major trends, 
with further fragmentation being the main one. 
EPP will remain in the lead position, while it 
will bleed some support, as will PES that will 
also struggle to fend of the ALDE challenge for 
the second position. Groups on the far right will 
collectively have a better result than in 2014 
and will pick-up new votes, but the distribution 
due to shifting alliances might put some of them 
in danger. GUE left and Greens-EFA are looking 
at possible small gains, and a chance to further 
solidify their basis. In all, another “grand 

coalition” of EPP, PES and ALDE looks to be the 
safest bet for the �illing of Commission 
portfolios as the �inal result.

Conclusion

The elections of 2014 have not reversed the 
trend of declining voter turnout, and have 
once again showed that these elections are 
second-tier to the national ones, where voters 
tend to punish the governing parties and show 
support for the smaller and fringe parties. It is 
hard to see that this will signi�icantly change 
in 2019. Spitzenkandidaten model will almost 
certainly be respected again, barring major 
electoral surprises, and will slowly add 
another notch in trying to link pan-EU 
electorate with top European Commission job 
and Brussels politics. 

What might be the change is the topic and the 
essence of the campaign. Two effects of the 
rise of the eurosceptics have now taken shape. 
The �irst is that the issue of the European 
Union itself has been tabled across as a topic 
for an open debate, and the second is that it 
has exposed the trans-national form of that 
debate. Lulled in the conviction that the 
overall EU progress is irreversible and secured 
from the whims of dissatis�ied swaths of 
electorate, centre-right and centre-left were 
slow to pick up the challenge. The electoral 
debates and campaigns in general will focus 
on the challenges of economic performance, 
future visions of the EU, security and identity. 
That complex exchange may still provide 

needed ideas and consensus to push the EU 
project forward, giving it additional 
democratic legitimacy.
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Introduction

European political parties are preparing 
themselves for the European Parliament 
elections in May 2019. With the UK formally 
leaving the EU at the end of March, the number 
of MEP seats for the election will decrease 
from 751 to 705, with a wider range of Brexit 
issues that will have to be dealt in the run-up. 
Also, Jean-Claude Juncker will not run again 
and that will leave the position at the head of 
the European Commission open for a new 
candidate. 

During the mandate of the current 
Commission sweeping changes occurred 
across the EU and, maybe more importantly, 
outside of it. The migrant crisis that exploded 
in late 2015 has shifted the way politics is 
debated in the EU and in the member states. 
The advent of ISIS in the Middle East and 
North Africa and the number of terrorist 

attacks in Europe have highlighted the 
security nexus between internal EU security 
and its neighbourhood. Russia has remained a 
strategic challenge and with it the security of 
Eastern Europe remains in question. The 
election of Donald Trump in the US and 
uncertainty of Transatlantic relations and 
global trade rules that came with him have 
become a new and important factor in 
international politics. Brexit has shown that 
the “ever closer Union” slogan rings hollow 
and that the process of EU expansion is 
reversible. A string of national elections has 
shown how deep and complex political issues 
in Europe really are, and how centre-left 
parties are under pressure with diminishing 
vote share. On top of that, political debates 
about the internal EU reform are yet to offer 
any tangible result.

In that context come the new elections for the 
European Parliament. Due to the changes 
brought with the Lisbon Treaty for the 2014 
elections, namely the Art. 17 Para 7 that says 
that the European Council “needs to take into 
account the elections to the European 
Parliament” in proposing a candidate for the 
President of the European Commission, it 
meant that the electoral results were tied to 
the chances of winning the Commission 
presidency. While the parliamentary approval 
was needed before as well, the rule made 
signi�icant changes in electoral campaigns and 
strategies. Political parties and groups were 
thus encouraged to go forward with 
candidates they believed are likely to win 
strong support from the pan-EU electorate 
and to aim to win the top Commission job. The 
whole election was nudged towards a more 
EU-level democracy, giving citizens a chance to 
vote for a “familiar EU face” by creating a 
so-called Spitzenkandidaten role for the 
leaders of the party/coalition lists. 

Fluidity of Spitzenkandidaten Model

Fundamentally, the Spitzenkandidaten role is 
an interpretation of the said Lisbon rule, not a 
rule in itself. The real issue is how to interpret 
the “take into account the elections to the 
European Parliament” provision. It clearly 
does not make any guarantees to the clear or 
relative electoral winner but also 
delegitimizes any signi�icant deviation from 
the electoral results. Effectively, it means that 
the party group that wins most EP seats 
should propose its own candidate for the 

MEPs to vote for as the EP’s candidate for the 
head of the Commission.

Historically, competences of the European 
Parliament have been increasing with treaty 
reforms. However, voter participation across 
member states has been steadily decreasing 
since the �irst elections in 1979, from around 
62% turnout to 42% in 2014. The idea of 
Spitzenkandidaten was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend of low turnout 
and to strengthen the role of the Parliament 
against Heads of State or Government in the 
process of electing the Commission President, 
in light of the whole balance of institutional 
powers in Brussels. It was also a way of 
“politicizing” European elections in a time 
marked by the economic crisis and growing 
sentiments of EU-scepticism in its various 
forms. In that sense it would be hard to view 
2014 elections as successful, as the voice of 
the EU-sceptics grew louder, especially those 
of Front National and UK Independence Party. 
Furthermore, low turnout was also 
delegitimizing the Parliament in its turf war 
with the European Council since its members 
eo ipso enjoy strong national support, and 
thus can claim stronger democratic mandate 
than MEPs or Parliament in general. 

The idea of Spitzenkandidaten 
was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend 
of low turnout and to 
strengthen the role of the 
Parliament against Heads of 
State or Government.

from a (relative) winner party group would 
become the Commission President. Angela 
Merkel and Emanuel Macron publicly 
supported Donald Tusk in his position that 
there is no automatic way for the 
Spitzenkandidat to become a Commission 
President. On member states’ level, Merkel’s 
extended national coalition talks in early 2018 
produced a coalition paper that did not support 
the Spitzenkandidaten process, a small victory 
for her CDU in negotiations with junior partner 
SPD. Part of the logic of the European Council’s 
members is the wish for having a free hand in 
choosing the next President of the Commission, 
thus having the full – and member states’ – 
freedom of action. Nevertheless, the other part 
is the fear of electorate shifting in such a way to 
produce a Spitzenkandidat that might not be 
“pro-EU” enough, the one that might come from 
some of the more EU-sceptic groups. This is 
where the “shock” of 2016 and 2017 comes in. 
Both Brexit and Trump’s presidency were not 
expected, and after Marine Le Pen’s advance to 
the second round of the French presidential 
elections, the strong showing of AfD in German 
parliamentary elections and other successes of 
groups usually referred to as right-wing 
populist, there is much doubt in the 
predictability of the “positive” results. In a way, 
the opposition to the Spitzenkandidaten 
process also looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

Party Politics Ahead of 2019

How are party groups setting their internal 
election models in preparation for the 2019 

elections? In general, they are preparing to 
choose their own lead candidates, and have set 
procedures that will lead to such an outcome by 
the end of 2018. 

EPP is looking to go through similar process as 
in the previous elections. In trying to increase 
internal competition, candidates must be 
supported by their national member parties 
and by no more than two non-national member 
parties. Final congress will be held in Helsinki 
on November 8 and will vote by a majority of 
the EPP delegates for their Spitzenkandidat. As 
Juncker will not be the candidate, the name for 
his possible successor that was most often 
mentioned in the public for the last several 
months was Michel Barnier's, who narrowly 
lost to Juncker in 2014 and who has a spotlight 
as an EU's chief Brexit negotiator. But, as of 
early September, the strongest competitor 
might be Manfred Weber, EPP’s leader at the 
European Parliament and the member of the 
Bavarian CSU. Weber has swiftly secured the 
support of Angela Merkel, though with an 
of�icial caveat that it does not of�icially mean 
that Berlin endorses the Spitzenkandidaten 
logic of winning the Commission presidency. 
No German has been a President of the 
Commission since Walter Hallstein in 1960s, 
and over the last decades Berlin was cautious of 
the wider EU balance of powers. With the 
electoral outcomes of the last several years and 
the rise of the eurosceptic far right on her mind, 
Merkel is looking to solidify the centre-right 
through the German Spitzenkandidat while she 
has the chance.

At the 2014 elections, six European political 
parties have declared their Spitzenkandidaten. 
European People’s Party chose Jean-Claude 
Juncker in a closely contested vote, Party of 
European Socialists chose Martin Schulz, 
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe 
chose Guy Verhofstadt (co-elected by the 
European Democratic Party), European Greens 
chose Ska Keller and José Bové, and the 
European Left chose Alexis Tsipras. Alliance of 
European Conservatives and Reformists, 
gathering most prominently UK’s Conservative 
Party and Poland’s Law and Justice Party, did 
not want to choose its own candidate as it held 
the view that the whole Spitzenkandidaten 
process was strengthening the supra-national 
logic and the federalist tendencies, which they 
strongly opposed. All four major UK parties 
were opposed to the process, and the UK and 
Hungary were the only member states that 
were not visited by any of the 
Spitzenkandidaten during the campaign. Four 
televised debates with all or most of the 
candidates were held in late April and early 
May, and were an entirely new experience.  
Eventually, the EPP won plurality of seats with 
29%, and with some darts thrown at the 
process from the European Council, 
Jean-Claude Juncker was chosen as the 
President of the European Commission.

At the beginning of 2018 the �ight about the 
Spitzenkandidaten system was renewed. On 
January 23, the European Parliament’s 
constitutional affairs committee adopted the 
text stating that the Spitzenkandidaten process 
“is a principle that cannot be overturned”. A 

parliamentary debate on February 7 showed a 
strong support for the process within Brussels. 
Juncker called it a “tiny piece of democratic 
progress”, a system that is "about the 
democratic fabric of the EU". Antonio Tajani, the 
President of the Parliament was talking about 
“reinforcing democracy” and not wanting a 
“bureaucratic Europe”, while Manfred Webber, 
EPP’s European Parliament leader was talking 
about the “days of the backroom diplomacy” 
that preceded the Spitzenkandidaten process. 
The Parliament adopted the resolution 
rejecting any attempt to ditch or circumvent the 
process. The Commission issued a 
Recommendation C(2018) 900 �inal on 
February 14 “on enhancing the European 
nature” of the elections. It called European 
parties to designate their Spitzenkandidaten by 
the end of 2018, to publish their electoral 
programs by early 2019, and called the national 
parties to inform the public on the candidates 
they support and the political positions that 
they represent.

In a way, the opposition to the 
Spitzenkandidaten process also 
looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

At the end of February, some of the prominent 
members of the European Council mounted an 
attack on the process. Heads of States and 
Governments agreed unanimously (with UK 
Prime-Minister Theresa May absent) that they 
would not guarantee that the Spitzenkandidat 

number of options, Macron has voiced support 
for Margrethe Vestager, European 
Commissioner for Competition, who gained 
some fame by striking at such IT behemoths as 
Apple and Alphabet (Google) for violation of 
rules. At this time, Guy Verhofstadt remains the 
top contender for the job. Still it remains to be 
seen whether LREM will join and boost ALDE’s 
chances or will opt to form its own liberal 
coalition. This just might be the main story for 
the entire 2019 elections.

ECR is under major threat as a party in the 
European Parliament. Brexit will leave them 
without their strongest party and 18 UK MEPs 
from the Conservative party, leaving Polish PiS 
as the main constituent of the group. One move 
that they have made to counter the expected 
loss was to admit the Swedish Democrats into 
the membership, and hope that SD can build on 
the positive showing at the Swedish 
parliamentary elections. But the group will 
struggle to achieve a strong result in total, 
considering the crowded right-wing and the 
loss of conservative UK voters.

As a new party, formed only in 
2016 on strong pro-EU liberal 
ideas, LREM is now a major 
force in French politics and is 
looking at ways of in�luencing 
Brussels.

Similarly, Europe of Freedom and Direct 
Democracy will lose its 18 UKIP MEPs, and have 

With the electoral outcomes of 
the last several years and the 
rise of the Eurosceptic far right 
on her mind, Merkel is looking to 
solidify the centre-right through 
the German Spitzenkandidat.

PES will hold a congress in Latvia in October 
and will come up with a name of its lead 
candidate on December 1. Three names are 
being mentioned for the position - Pierre 
Moscovici, current Commissioner for 
Economic and Financial Affairs, Taxation and 
Customs, Federica Mogherini, Vice-President 
and High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy and Frans Timmermans, 
the Vice-President and Commissioner for 
Better Regulation, Interinstitutional Relations, 
the Rule of Law and the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. PES will be hit 
particularly hard by Brexit as it have will lost 
millions of Labour Party's voters, and it will 
have to �ind a way to �ill the gap between EPP 
and itself, the gap that got wider since EPP had 
no major party af�iliate in UK in 2014 and thus 
will feel no immediate negative effects of 
Brexit. Electoral defeats of the French, Dutch 
and German socialists in 2017 are also a sign of 
a bad trend for the group. 

The main issue for ALDE will be whether they 
will be able to pull in Macron’s La Republique 
En Marche. As a new party, formed only in 2016 
on strong pro-EU liberal ideas, LREM is now a 
major force in French politics and is looking at 
ways of in�luencing Brussels. Still looking at a 

lost Swedish Democrats to the ECR. As it stands 
now, EFDD will have to rely on AfD in Germany 
and Five Stars Movement in Italy to boost its 
chances. While �inally entering the national 
government through coalition with Lega, Five 
Stars might be too uneasy within the EFDD as 
the expected loss of UKIP through Brexit will 
leave the EFDD as less of a Eurosceptic and 
more of a pure right-wing group. 

With Europe of Nations and Freedom they 
might respond by either forming a “continental” 
bloc or in other way reshaping the right-wing 
political landscape fora better result, trying to 
capitalize on recent successes in various 
national elections. Lega in Italy and Freedom 
Party of Austria have become parts of the ruling 
coalitions in their respective countries, and will 
try to repeat strong national results at the 
European level. French National Rally will hope 
that its rebranding will prove productive and 
that it will be able to put another strong 
showing behind Marine Le Pen at the European 
elections after major shifts in French party 
politics since 2017. 

Various polls are suggesting few major trends, 
with further fragmentation being the main one. 
EPP will remain in the lead position, while it 
will bleed some support, as will PES that will 
also struggle to fend of the ALDE challenge for 
the second position. Groups on the far right will 
collectively have a better result than in 2014 
and will pick-up new votes, but the distribution 
due to shifting alliances might put some of them 
in danger. GUE left and Greens-EFA are looking 
at possible small gains, and a chance to further 
solidify their basis. In all, another “grand 

coalition” of EPP, PES and ALDE looks to be the 
safest bet for the �illing of Commission 
portfolios as the �inal result.

Conclusion

The elections of 2014 have not reversed the 
trend of declining voter turnout, and have 
once again showed that these elections are 
second-tier to the national ones, where voters 
tend to punish the governing parties and show 
support for the smaller and fringe parties. It is 
hard to see that this will signi�icantly change 
in 2019. Spitzenkandidaten model will almost 
certainly be respected again, barring major 
electoral surprises, and will slowly add 
another notch in trying to link pan-EU 
electorate with top European Commission job 
and Brussels politics. 

What might be the change is the topic and the 
essence of the campaign. Two effects of the 
rise of the eurosceptics have now taken shape. 
The �irst is that the issue of the European 
Union itself has been tabled across as a topic 
for an open debate, and the second is that it 
has exposed the trans-national form of that 
debate. Lulled in the conviction that the 
overall EU progress is irreversible and secured 
from the whims of dissatis�ied swaths of 
electorate, centre-right and centre-left were 
slow to pick up the challenge. The electoral 
debates and campaigns in general will focus 
on the challenges of economic performance, 
future visions of the EU, security and identity. 
That complex exchange may still provide 

needed ideas and consensus to push the EU 
project forward, giving it additional 
democratic legitimacy.
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Introduction

European political parties are preparing 
themselves for the European Parliament 
elections in May 2019. With the UK formally 
leaving the EU at the end of March, the number 
of MEP seats for the election will decrease 
from 751 to 705, with a wider range of Brexit 
issues that will have to be dealt in the run-up. 
Also, Jean-Claude Juncker will not run again 
and that will leave the position at the head of 
the European Commission open for a new 
candidate. 

During the mandate of the current 
Commission sweeping changes occurred 
across the EU and, maybe more importantly, 
outside of it. The migrant crisis that exploded 
in late 2015 has shifted the way politics is 
debated in the EU and in the member states. 
The advent of ISIS in the Middle East and 
North Africa and the number of terrorist 

attacks in Europe have highlighted the 
security nexus between internal EU security 
and its neighbourhood. Russia has remained a 
strategic challenge and with it the security of 
Eastern Europe remains in question. The 
election of Donald Trump in the US and 
uncertainty of Transatlantic relations and 
global trade rules that came with him have 
become a new and important factor in 
international politics. Brexit has shown that 
the “ever closer Union” slogan rings hollow 
and that the process of EU expansion is 
reversible. A string of national elections has 
shown how deep and complex political issues 
in Europe really are, and how centre-left 
parties are under pressure with diminishing 
vote share. On top of that, political debates 
about the internal EU reform are yet to offer 
any tangible result.

In that context come the new elections for the 
European Parliament. Due to the changes 
brought with the Lisbon Treaty for the 2014 
elections, namely the Art. 17 Para 7 that says 
that the European Council “needs to take into 
account the elections to the European 
Parliament” in proposing a candidate for the 
President of the European Commission, it 
meant that the electoral results were tied to 
the chances of winning the Commission 
presidency. While the parliamentary approval 
was needed before as well, the rule made 
signi�icant changes in electoral campaigns and 
strategies. Political parties and groups were 
thus encouraged to go forward with 
candidates they believed are likely to win 
strong support from the pan-EU electorate 
and to aim to win the top Commission job. The 
whole election was nudged towards a more 
EU-level democracy, giving citizens a chance to 
vote for a “familiar EU face” by creating a 
so-called Spitzenkandidaten role for the 
leaders of the party/coalition lists. 

Fluidity of Spitzenkandidaten Model

Fundamentally, the Spitzenkandidaten role is 
an interpretation of the said Lisbon rule, not a 
rule in itself. The real issue is how to interpret 
the “take into account the elections to the 
European Parliament” provision. It clearly 
does not make any guarantees to the clear or 
relative electoral winner but also 
delegitimizes any signi�icant deviation from 
the electoral results. Effectively, it means that 
the party group that wins most EP seats 
should propose its own candidate for the 

MEPs to vote for as the EP’s candidate for the 
head of the Commission.

Historically, competences of the European 
Parliament have been increasing with treaty 
reforms. However, voter participation across 
member states has been steadily decreasing 
since the �irst elections in 1979, from around 
62% turnout to 42% in 2014. The idea of 
Spitzenkandidaten was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend of low turnout 
and to strengthen the role of the Parliament 
against Heads of State or Government in the 
process of electing the Commission President, 
in light of the whole balance of institutional 
powers in Brussels. It was also a way of 
“politicizing” European elections in a time 
marked by the economic crisis and growing 
sentiments of EU-scepticism in its various 
forms. In that sense it would be hard to view 
2014 elections as successful, as the voice of 
the EU-sceptics grew louder, especially those 
of Front National and UK Independence Party. 
Furthermore, low turnout was also 
delegitimizing the Parliament in its turf war 
with the European Council since its members 
eo ipso enjoy strong national support, and 
thus can claim stronger democratic mandate 
than MEPs or Parliament in general. 

The idea of Spitzenkandidaten 
was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend 
of low turnout and to 
strengthen the role of the 
Parliament against Heads of 
State or Government.

from a (relative) winner party group would 
become the Commission President. Angela 
Merkel and Emanuel Macron publicly 
supported Donald Tusk in his position that 
there is no automatic way for the 
Spitzenkandidat to become a Commission 
President. On member states’ level, Merkel’s 
extended national coalition talks in early 2018 
produced a coalition paper that did not support 
the Spitzenkandidaten process, a small victory 
for her CDU in negotiations with junior partner 
SPD. Part of the logic of the European Council’s 
members is the wish for having a free hand in 
choosing the next President of the Commission, 
thus having the full – and member states’ – 
freedom of action. Nevertheless, the other part 
is the fear of electorate shifting in such a way to 
produce a Spitzenkandidat that might not be 
“pro-EU” enough, the one that might come from 
some of the more EU-sceptic groups. This is 
where the “shock” of 2016 and 2017 comes in. 
Both Brexit and Trump’s presidency were not 
expected, and after Marine Le Pen’s advance to 
the second round of the French presidential 
elections, the strong showing of AfD in German 
parliamentary elections and other successes of 
groups usually referred to as right-wing 
populist, there is much doubt in the 
predictability of the “positive” results. In a way, 
the opposition to the Spitzenkandidaten 
process also looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

Party Politics Ahead of 2019

How are party groups setting their internal 
election models in preparation for the 2019 

elections? In general, they are preparing to 
choose their own lead candidates, and have set 
procedures that will lead to such an outcome by 
the end of 2018. 

EPP is looking to go through similar process as 
in the previous elections. In trying to increase 
internal competition, candidates must be 
supported by their national member parties 
and by no more than two non-national member 
parties. Final congress will be held in Helsinki 
on November 8 and will vote by a majority of 
the EPP delegates for their Spitzenkandidat. As 
Juncker will not be the candidate, the name for 
his possible successor that was most often 
mentioned in the public for the last several 
months was Michel Barnier's, who narrowly 
lost to Juncker in 2014 and who has a spotlight 
as an EU's chief Brexit negotiator. But, as of 
early September, the strongest competitor 
might be Manfred Weber, EPP’s leader at the 
European Parliament and the member of the 
Bavarian CSU. Weber has swiftly secured the 
support of Angela Merkel, though with an 
of�icial caveat that it does not of�icially mean 
that Berlin endorses the Spitzenkandidaten 
logic of winning the Commission presidency. 
No German has been a President of the 
Commission since Walter Hallstein in 1960s, 
and over the last decades Berlin was cautious of 
the wider EU balance of powers. With the 
electoral outcomes of the last several years and 
the rise of the eurosceptic far right on her mind, 
Merkel is looking to solidify the centre-right 
through the German Spitzenkandidat while she 
has the chance.

At the 2014 elections, six European political 
parties have declared their Spitzenkandidaten. 
European People’s Party chose Jean-Claude 
Juncker in a closely contested vote, Party of 
European Socialists chose Martin Schulz, 
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe 
chose Guy Verhofstadt (co-elected by the 
European Democratic Party), European Greens 
chose Ska Keller and José Bové, and the 
European Left chose Alexis Tsipras. Alliance of 
European Conservatives and Reformists, 
gathering most prominently UK’s Conservative 
Party and Poland’s Law and Justice Party, did 
not want to choose its own candidate as it held 
the view that the whole Spitzenkandidaten 
process was strengthening the supra-national 
logic and the federalist tendencies, which they 
strongly opposed. All four major UK parties 
were opposed to the process, and the UK and 
Hungary were the only member states that 
were not visited by any of the 
Spitzenkandidaten during the campaign. Four 
televised debates with all or most of the 
candidates were held in late April and early 
May, and were an entirely new experience.  
Eventually, the EPP won plurality of seats with 
29%, and with some darts thrown at the 
process from the European Council, 
Jean-Claude Juncker was chosen as the 
President of the European Commission.

At the beginning of 2018 the �ight about the 
Spitzenkandidaten system was renewed. On 
January 23, the European Parliament’s 
constitutional affairs committee adopted the 
text stating that the Spitzenkandidaten process 
“is a principle that cannot be overturned”. A 

parliamentary debate on February 7 showed a 
strong support for the process within Brussels. 
Juncker called it a “tiny piece of democratic 
progress”, a system that is "about the 
democratic fabric of the EU". Antonio Tajani, the 
President of the Parliament was talking about 
“reinforcing democracy” and not wanting a 
“bureaucratic Europe”, while Manfred Webber, 
EPP’s European Parliament leader was talking 
about the “days of the backroom diplomacy” 
that preceded the Spitzenkandidaten process. 
The Parliament adopted the resolution 
rejecting any attempt to ditch or circumvent the 
process. The Commission issued a 
Recommendation C(2018) 900 �inal on 
February 14 “on enhancing the European 
nature” of the elections. It called European 
parties to designate their Spitzenkandidaten by 
the end of 2018, to publish their electoral 
programs by early 2019, and called the national 
parties to inform the public on the candidates 
they support and the political positions that 
they represent.

In a way, the opposition to the 
Spitzenkandidaten process also 
looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

At the end of February, some of the prominent 
members of the European Council mounted an 
attack on the process. Heads of States and 
Governments agreed unanimously (with UK 
Prime-Minister Theresa May absent) that they 
would not guarantee that the Spitzenkandidat 

number of options, Macron has voiced support 
for Margrethe Vestager, European 
Commissioner for Competition, who gained 
some fame by striking at such IT behemoths as 
Apple and Alphabet (Google) for violation of 
rules. At this time, Guy Verhofstadt remains the 
top contender for the job. Still it remains to be 
seen whether LREM will join and boost ALDE’s 
chances or will opt to form its own liberal 
coalition. This just might be the main story for 
the entire 2019 elections.

ECR is under major threat as a party in the 
European Parliament. Brexit will leave them 
without their strongest party and 18 UK MEPs 
from the Conservative party, leaving Polish PiS 
as the main constituent of the group. One move 
that they have made to counter the expected 
loss was to admit the Swedish Democrats into 
the membership, and hope that SD can build on 
the positive showing at the Swedish 
parliamentary elections. But the group will 
struggle to achieve a strong result in total, 
considering the crowded right-wing and the 
loss of conservative UK voters.

As a new party, formed only in 
2016 on strong pro-EU liberal 
ideas, LREM is now a major 
force in French politics and is 
looking at ways of in�luencing 
Brussels.

Similarly, Europe of Freedom and Direct 
Democracy will lose its 18 UKIP MEPs, and have 

With the electoral outcomes of 
the last several years and the 
rise of the Eurosceptic far right 
on her mind, Merkel is looking to 
solidify the centre-right through 
the German Spitzenkandidat.

PES will hold a congress in Latvia in October 
and will come up with a name of its lead 
candidate on December 1. Three names are 
being mentioned for the position - Pierre 
Moscovici, current Commissioner for 
Economic and Financial Affairs, Taxation and 
Customs, Federica Mogherini, Vice-President 
and High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy and Frans Timmermans, 
the Vice-President and Commissioner for 
Better Regulation, Interinstitutional Relations, 
the Rule of Law and the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. PES will be hit 
particularly hard by Brexit as it have will lost 
millions of Labour Party's voters, and it will 
have to �ind a way to �ill the gap between EPP 
and itself, the gap that got wider since EPP had 
no major party af�iliate in UK in 2014 and thus 
will feel no immediate negative effects of 
Brexit. Electoral defeats of the French, Dutch 
and German socialists in 2017 are also a sign of 
a bad trend for the group. 

The main issue for ALDE will be whether they 
will be able to pull in Macron’s La Republique 
En Marche. As a new party, formed only in 2016 
on strong pro-EU liberal ideas, LREM is now a 
major force in French politics and is looking at 
ways of in�luencing Brussels. Still looking at a 

lost Swedish Democrats to the ECR. As it stands 
now, EFDD will have to rely on AfD in Germany 
and Five Stars Movement in Italy to boost its 
chances. While �inally entering the national 
government through coalition with Lega, Five 
Stars might be too uneasy within the EFDD as 
the expected loss of UKIP through Brexit will 
leave the EFDD as less of a Eurosceptic and 
more of a pure right-wing group. 

With Europe of Nations and Freedom they 
might respond by either forming a “continental” 
bloc or in other way reshaping the right-wing 
political landscape fora better result, trying to 
capitalize on recent successes in various 
national elections. Lega in Italy and Freedom 
Party of Austria have become parts of the ruling 
coalitions in their respective countries, and will 
try to repeat strong national results at the 
European level. French National Rally will hope 
that its rebranding will prove productive and 
that it will be able to put another strong 
showing behind Marine Le Pen at the European 
elections after major shifts in French party 
politics since 2017. 

Various polls are suggesting few major trends, 
with further fragmentation being the main one. 
EPP will remain in the lead position, while it 
will bleed some support, as will PES that will 
also struggle to fend of the ALDE challenge for 
the second position. Groups on the far right will 
collectively have a better result than in 2014 
and will pick-up new votes, but the distribution 
due to shifting alliances might put some of them 
in danger. GUE left and Greens-EFA are looking 
at possible small gains, and a chance to further 
solidify their basis. In all, another “grand 

coalition” of EPP, PES and ALDE looks to be the 
safest bet for the �illing of Commission 
portfolios as the �inal result.

Conclusion

The elections of 2014 have not reversed the 
trend of declining voter turnout, and have 
once again showed that these elections are 
second-tier to the national ones, where voters 
tend to punish the governing parties and show 
support for the smaller and fringe parties. It is 
hard to see that this will signi�icantly change 
in 2019. Spitzenkandidaten model will almost 
certainly be respected again, barring major 
electoral surprises, and will slowly add 
another notch in trying to link pan-EU 
electorate with top European Commission job 
and Brussels politics. 

What might be the change is the topic and the 
essence of the campaign. Two effects of the 
rise of the eurosceptics have now taken shape. 
The �irst is that the issue of the European 
Union itself has been tabled across as a topic 
for an open debate, and the second is that it 
has exposed the trans-national form of that 
debate. Lulled in the conviction that the 
overall EU progress is irreversible and secured 
from the whims of dissatis�ied swaths of 
electorate, centre-right and centre-left were 
slow to pick up the challenge. The electoral 
debates and campaigns in general will focus 
on the challenges of economic performance, 
future visions of the EU, security and identity. 
That complex exchange may still provide 

needed ideas and consensus to push the EU 
project forward, giving it additional 
democratic legitimacy.
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Introduction

European political parties are preparing 
themselves for the European Parliament 
elections in May 2019. With the UK formally 
leaving the EU at the end of March, the number 
of MEP seats for the election will decrease 
from 751 to 705, with a wider range of Brexit 
issues that will have to be dealt in the run-up. 
Also, Jean-Claude Juncker will not run again 
and that will leave the position at the head of 
the European Commission open for a new 
candidate. 

During the mandate of the current 
Commission sweeping changes occurred 
across the EU and, maybe more importantly, 
outside of it. The migrant crisis that exploded 
in late 2015 has shifted the way politics is 
debated in the EU and in the member states. 
The advent of ISIS in the Middle East and 
North Africa and the number of terrorist 

attacks in Europe have highlighted the 
security nexus between internal EU security 
and its neighbourhood. Russia has remained a 
strategic challenge and with it the security of 
Eastern Europe remains in question. The 
election of Donald Trump in the US and 
uncertainty of Transatlantic relations and 
global trade rules that came with him have 
become a new and important factor in 
international politics. Brexit has shown that 
the “ever closer Union” slogan rings hollow 
and that the process of EU expansion is 
reversible. A string of national elections has 
shown how deep and complex political issues 
in Europe really are, and how centre-left 
parties are under pressure with diminishing 
vote share. On top of that, political debates 
about the internal EU reform are yet to offer 
any tangible result.

In that context come the new elections for the 
European Parliament. Due to the changes 
brought with the Lisbon Treaty for the 2014 
elections, namely the Art. 17 Para 7 that says 
that the European Council “needs to take into 
account the elections to the European 
Parliament” in proposing a candidate for the 
President of the European Commission, it 
meant that the electoral results were tied to 
the chances of winning the Commission 
presidency. While the parliamentary approval 
was needed before as well, the rule made 
signi�icant changes in electoral campaigns and 
strategies. Political parties and groups were 
thus encouraged to go forward with 
candidates they believed are likely to win 
strong support from the pan-EU electorate 
and to aim to win the top Commission job. The 
whole election was nudged towards a more 
EU-level democracy, giving citizens a chance to 
vote for a “familiar EU face” by creating a 
so-called Spitzenkandidaten role for the 
leaders of the party/coalition lists. 

Fluidity of Spitzenkandidaten Model

Fundamentally, the Spitzenkandidaten role is 
an interpretation of the said Lisbon rule, not a 
rule in itself. The real issue is how to interpret 
the “take into account the elections to the 
European Parliament” provision. It clearly 
does not make any guarantees to the clear or 
relative electoral winner but also 
delegitimizes any signi�icant deviation from 
the electoral results. Effectively, it means that 
the party group that wins most EP seats 
should propose its own candidate for the 

MEPs to vote for as the EP’s candidate for the 
head of the Commission.

Historically, competences of the European 
Parliament have been increasing with treaty 
reforms. However, voter participation across 
member states has been steadily decreasing 
since the �irst elections in 1979, from around 
62% turnout to 42% in 2014. The idea of 
Spitzenkandidaten was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend of low turnout 
and to strengthen the role of the Parliament 
against Heads of State or Government in the 
process of electing the Commission President, 
in light of the whole balance of institutional 
powers in Brussels. It was also a way of 
“politicizing” European elections in a time 
marked by the economic crisis and growing 
sentiments of EU-scepticism in its various 
forms. In that sense it would be hard to view 
2014 elections as successful, as the voice of 
the EU-sceptics grew louder, especially those 
of Front National and UK Independence Party. 
Furthermore, low turnout was also 
delegitimizing the Parliament in its turf war 
with the European Council since its members 
eo ipso enjoy strong national support, and 
thus can claim stronger democratic mandate 
than MEPs or Parliament in general. 

The idea of Spitzenkandidaten 
was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend 
of low turnout and to 
strengthen the role of the 
Parliament against Heads of 
State or Government.

from a (relative) winner party group would 
become the Commission President. Angela 
Merkel and Emanuel Macron publicly 
supported Donald Tusk in his position that 
there is no automatic way for the 
Spitzenkandidat to become a Commission 
President. On member states’ level, Merkel’s 
extended national coalition talks in early 2018 
produced a coalition paper that did not support 
the Spitzenkandidaten process, a small victory 
for her CDU in negotiations with junior partner 
SPD. Part of the logic of the European Council’s 
members is the wish for having a free hand in 
choosing the next President of the Commission, 
thus having the full – and member states’ – 
freedom of action. Nevertheless, the other part 
is the fear of electorate shifting in such a way to 
produce a Spitzenkandidat that might not be 
“pro-EU” enough, the one that might come from 
some of the more EU-sceptic groups. This is 
where the “shock” of 2016 and 2017 comes in. 
Both Brexit and Trump’s presidency were not 
expected, and after Marine Le Pen’s advance to 
the second round of the French presidential 
elections, the strong showing of AfD in German 
parliamentary elections and other successes of 
groups usually referred to as right-wing 
populist, there is much doubt in the 
predictability of the “positive” results. In a way, 
the opposition to the Spitzenkandidaten 
process also looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

Party Politics Ahead of 2019

How are party groups setting their internal 
election models in preparation for the 2019 

elections? In general, they are preparing to 
choose their own lead candidates, and have set 
procedures that will lead to such an outcome by 
the end of 2018. 

EPP is looking to go through similar process as 
in the previous elections. In trying to increase 
internal competition, candidates must be 
supported by their national member parties 
and by no more than two non-national member 
parties. Final congress will be held in Helsinki 
on November 8 and will vote by a majority of 
the EPP delegates for their Spitzenkandidat. As 
Juncker will not be the candidate, the name for 
his possible successor that was most often 
mentioned in the public for the last several 
months was Michel Barnier's, who narrowly 
lost to Juncker in 2014 and who has a spotlight 
as an EU's chief Brexit negotiator. But, as of 
early September, the strongest competitor 
might be Manfred Weber, EPP’s leader at the 
European Parliament and the member of the 
Bavarian CSU. Weber has swiftly secured the 
support of Angela Merkel, though with an 
of�icial caveat that it does not of�icially mean 
that Berlin endorses the Spitzenkandidaten 
logic of winning the Commission presidency. 
No German has been a President of the 
Commission since Walter Hallstein in 1960s, 
and over the last decades Berlin was cautious of 
the wider EU balance of powers. With the 
electoral outcomes of the last several years and 
the rise of the eurosceptic far right on her mind, 
Merkel is looking to solidify the centre-right 
through the German Spitzenkandidat while she 
has the chance.

At the 2014 elections, six European political 
parties have declared their Spitzenkandidaten. 
European People’s Party chose Jean-Claude 
Juncker in a closely contested vote, Party of 
European Socialists chose Martin Schulz, 
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe 
chose Guy Verhofstadt (co-elected by the 
European Democratic Party), European Greens 
chose Ska Keller and José Bové, and the 
European Left chose Alexis Tsipras. Alliance of 
European Conservatives and Reformists, 
gathering most prominently UK’s Conservative 
Party and Poland’s Law and Justice Party, did 
not want to choose its own candidate as it held 
the view that the whole Spitzenkandidaten 
process was strengthening the supra-national 
logic and the federalist tendencies, which they 
strongly opposed. All four major UK parties 
were opposed to the process, and the UK and 
Hungary were the only member states that 
were not visited by any of the 
Spitzenkandidaten during the campaign. Four 
televised debates with all or most of the 
candidates were held in late April and early 
May, and were an entirely new experience.  
Eventually, the EPP won plurality of seats with 
29%, and with some darts thrown at the 
process from the European Council, 
Jean-Claude Juncker was chosen as the 
President of the European Commission.

At the beginning of 2018 the �ight about the 
Spitzenkandidaten system was renewed. On 
January 23, the European Parliament’s 
constitutional affairs committee adopted the 
text stating that the Spitzenkandidaten process 
“is a principle that cannot be overturned”. A 

parliamentary debate on February 7 showed a 
strong support for the process within Brussels. 
Juncker called it a “tiny piece of democratic 
progress”, a system that is "about the 
democratic fabric of the EU". Antonio Tajani, the 
President of the Parliament was talking about 
“reinforcing democracy” and not wanting a 
“bureaucratic Europe”, while Manfred Webber, 
EPP’s European Parliament leader was talking 
about the “days of the backroom diplomacy” 
that preceded the Spitzenkandidaten process. 
The Parliament adopted the resolution 
rejecting any attempt to ditch or circumvent the 
process. The Commission issued a 
Recommendation C(2018) 900 �inal on 
February 14 “on enhancing the European 
nature” of the elections. It called European 
parties to designate their Spitzenkandidaten by 
the end of 2018, to publish their electoral 
programs by early 2019, and called the national 
parties to inform the public on the candidates 
they support and the political positions that 
they represent.

In a way, the opposition to the 
Spitzenkandidaten process also 
looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

At the end of February, some of the prominent 
members of the European Council mounted an 
attack on the process. Heads of States and 
Governments agreed unanimously (with UK 
Prime-Minister Theresa May absent) that they 
would not guarantee that the Spitzenkandidat 

number of options, Macron has voiced support 
for Margrethe Vestager, European 
Commissioner for Competition, who gained 
some fame by striking at such IT behemoths as 
Apple and Alphabet (Google) for violation of 
rules. At this time, Guy Verhofstadt remains the 
top contender for the job. Still it remains to be 
seen whether LREM will join and boost ALDE’s 
chances or will opt to form its own liberal 
coalition. This just might be the main story for 
the entire 2019 elections.

ECR is under major threat as a party in the 
European Parliament. Brexit will leave them 
without their strongest party and 18 UK MEPs 
from the Conservative party, leaving Polish PiS 
as the main constituent of the group. One move 
that they have made to counter the expected 
loss was to admit the Swedish Democrats into 
the membership, and hope that SD can build on 
the positive showing at the Swedish 
parliamentary elections. But the group will 
struggle to achieve a strong result in total, 
considering the crowded right-wing and the 
loss of conservative UK voters.

As a new party, formed only in 
2016 on strong pro-EU liberal 
ideas, LREM is now a major 
force in French politics and is 
looking at ways of in�luencing 
Brussels.

Similarly, Europe of Freedom and Direct 
Democracy will lose its 18 UKIP MEPs, and have 

With the electoral outcomes of 
the last several years and the 
rise of the Eurosceptic far right 
on her mind, Merkel is looking to 
solidify the centre-right through 
the German Spitzenkandidat.

PES will hold a congress in Latvia in October 
and will come up with a name of its lead 
candidate on December 1. Three names are 
being mentioned for the position - Pierre 
Moscovici, current Commissioner for 
Economic and Financial Affairs, Taxation and 
Customs, Federica Mogherini, Vice-President 
and High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy and Frans Timmermans, 
the Vice-President and Commissioner for 
Better Regulation, Interinstitutional Relations, 
the Rule of Law and the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. PES will be hit 
particularly hard by Brexit as it have will lost 
millions of Labour Party's voters, and it will 
have to �ind a way to �ill the gap between EPP 
and itself, the gap that got wider since EPP had 
no major party af�iliate in UK in 2014 and thus 
will feel no immediate negative effects of 
Brexit. Electoral defeats of the French, Dutch 
and German socialists in 2017 are also a sign of 
a bad trend for the group. 

The main issue for ALDE will be whether they 
will be able to pull in Macron’s La Republique 
En Marche. As a new party, formed only in 2016 
on strong pro-EU liberal ideas, LREM is now a 
major force in French politics and is looking at 
ways of in�luencing Brussels. Still looking at a 

lost Swedish Democrats to the ECR. As it stands 
now, EFDD will have to rely on AfD in Germany 
and Five Stars Movement in Italy to boost its 
chances. While �inally entering the national 
government through coalition with Lega, Five 
Stars might be too uneasy within the EFDD as 
the expected loss of UKIP through Brexit will 
leave the EFDD as less of a Eurosceptic and 
more of a pure right-wing group. 

With Europe of Nations and Freedom they 
might respond by either forming a “continental” 
bloc or in other way reshaping the right-wing 
political landscape fora better result, trying to 
capitalize on recent successes in various 
national elections. Lega in Italy and Freedom 
Party of Austria have become parts of the ruling 
coalitions in their respective countries, and will 
try to repeat strong national results at the 
European level. French National Rally will hope 
that its rebranding will prove productive and 
that it will be able to put another strong 
showing behind Marine Le Pen at the European 
elections after major shifts in French party 
politics since 2017. 

Various polls are suggesting few major trends, 
with further fragmentation being the main one. 
EPP will remain in the lead position, while it 
will bleed some support, as will PES that will 
also struggle to fend of the ALDE challenge for 
the second position. Groups on the far right will 
collectively have a better result than in 2014 
and will pick-up new votes, but the distribution 
due to shifting alliances might put some of them 
in danger. GUE left and Greens-EFA are looking 
at possible small gains, and a chance to further 
solidify their basis. In all, another “grand 

coalition” of EPP, PES and ALDE looks to be the 
safest bet for the �illing of Commission 
portfolios as the �inal result.

Conclusion

The elections of 2014 have not reversed the 
trend of declining voter turnout, and have 
once again showed that these elections are 
second-tier to the national ones, where voters 
tend to punish the governing parties and show 
support for the smaller and fringe parties. It is 
hard to see that this will signi�icantly change 
in 2019. Spitzenkandidaten model will almost 
certainly be respected again, barring major 
electoral surprises, and will slowly add 
another notch in trying to link pan-EU 
electorate with top European Commission job 
and Brussels politics. 

What might be the change is the topic and the 
essence of the campaign. Two effects of the 
rise of the eurosceptics have now taken shape. 
The �irst is that the issue of the European 
Union itself has been tabled across as a topic 
for an open debate, and the second is that it 
has exposed the trans-national form of that 
debate. Lulled in the conviction that the 
overall EU progress is irreversible and secured 
from the whims of dissatis�ied swaths of 
electorate, centre-right and centre-left were 
slow to pick up the challenge. The electoral 
debates and campaigns in general will focus 
on the challenges of economic performance, 
future visions of the EU, security and identity. 
That complex exchange may still provide 

needed ideas and consensus to push the EU 
project forward, giving it additional 
democratic legitimacy.
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Introduction

European political parties are preparing 
themselves for the European Parliament 
elections in May 2019. With the UK formally 
leaving the EU at the end of March, the number 
of MEP seats for the election will decrease 
from 751 to 705, with a wider range of Brexit 
issues that will have to be dealt in the run-up. 
Also, Jean-Claude Juncker will not run again 
and that will leave the position at the head of 
the European Commission open for a new 
candidate. 

During the mandate of the current 
Commission sweeping changes occurred 
across the EU and, maybe more importantly, 
outside of it. The migrant crisis that exploded 
in late 2015 has shifted the way politics is 
debated in the EU and in the member states. 
The advent of ISIS in the Middle East and 
North Africa and the number of terrorist 

attacks in Europe have highlighted the 
security nexus between internal EU security 
and its neighbourhood. Russia has remained a 
strategic challenge and with it the security of 
Eastern Europe remains in question. The 
election of Donald Trump in the US and 
uncertainty of Transatlantic relations and 
global trade rules that came with him have 
become a new and important factor in 
international politics. Brexit has shown that 
the “ever closer Union” slogan rings hollow 
and that the process of EU expansion is 
reversible. A string of national elections has 
shown how deep and complex political issues 
in Europe really are, and how centre-left 
parties are under pressure with diminishing 
vote share. On top of that, political debates 
about the internal EU reform are yet to offer 
any tangible result.

In that context come the new elections for the 
European Parliament. Due to the changes 
brought with the Lisbon Treaty for the 2014 
elections, namely the Art. 17 Para 7 that says 
that the European Council “needs to take into 
account the elections to the European 
Parliament” in proposing a candidate for the 
President of the European Commission, it 
meant that the electoral results were tied to 
the chances of winning the Commission 
presidency. While the parliamentary approval 
was needed before as well, the rule made 
signi�icant changes in electoral campaigns and 
strategies. Political parties and groups were 
thus encouraged to go forward with 
candidates they believed are likely to win 
strong support from the pan-EU electorate 
and to aim to win the top Commission job. The 
whole election was nudged towards a more 
EU-level democracy, giving citizens a chance to 
vote for a “familiar EU face” by creating a 
so-called Spitzenkandidaten role for the 
leaders of the party/coalition lists. 

Fluidity of Spitzenkandidaten Model

Fundamentally, the Spitzenkandidaten role is 
an interpretation of the said Lisbon rule, not a 
rule in itself. The real issue is how to interpret 
the “take into account the elections to the 
European Parliament” provision. It clearly 
does not make any guarantees to the clear or 
relative electoral winner but also 
delegitimizes any signi�icant deviation from 
the electoral results. Effectively, it means that 
the party group that wins most EP seats 
should propose its own candidate for the 

MEPs to vote for as the EP’s candidate for the 
head of the Commission.

Historically, competences of the European 
Parliament have been increasing with treaty 
reforms. However, voter participation across 
member states has been steadily decreasing 
since the �irst elections in 1979, from around 
62% turnout to 42% in 2014. The idea of 
Spitzenkandidaten was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend of low turnout 
and to strengthen the role of the Parliament 
against Heads of State or Government in the 
process of electing the Commission President, 
in light of the whole balance of institutional 
powers in Brussels. It was also a way of 
“politicizing” European elections in a time 
marked by the economic crisis and growing 
sentiments of EU-scepticism in its various 
forms. In that sense it would be hard to view 
2014 elections as successful, as the voice of 
the EU-sceptics grew louder, especially those 
of Front National and UK Independence Party. 
Furthermore, low turnout was also 
delegitimizing the Parliament in its turf war 
with the European Council since its members 
eo ipso enjoy strong national support, and 
thus can claim stronger democratic mandate 
than MEPs or Parliament in general. 

The idea of Spitzenkandidaten 
was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend 
of low turnout and to 
strengthen the role of the 
Parliament against Heads of 
State or Government.

from a (relative) winner party group would 
become the Commission President. Angela 
Merkel and Emanuel Macron publicly 
supported Donald Tusk in his position that 
there is no automatic way for the 
Spitzenkandidat to become a Commission 
President. On member states’ level, Merkel’s 
extended national coalition talks in early 2018 
produced a coalition paper that did not support 
the Spitzenkandidaten process, a small victory 
for her CDU in negotiations with junior partner 
SPD. Part of the logic of the European Council’s 
members is the wish for having a free hand in 
choosing the next President of the Commission, 
thus having the full – and member states’ – 
freedom of action. Nevertheless, the other part 
is the fear of electorate shifting in such a way to 
produce a Spitzenkandidat that might not be 
“pro-EU” enough, the one that might come from 
some of the more EU-sceptic groups. This is 
where the “shock” of 2016 and 2017 comes in. 
Both Brexit and Trump’s presidency were not 
expected, and after Marine Le Pen’s advance to 
the second round of the French presidential 
elections, the strong showing of AfD in German 
parliamentary elections and other successes of 
groups usually referred to as right-wing 
populist, there is much doubt in the 
predictability of the “positive” results. In a way, 
the opposition to the Spitzenkandidaten 
process also looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

Party Politics Ahead of 2019

How are party groups setting their internal 
election models in preparation for the 2019 

elections? In general, they are preparing to 
choose their own lead candidates, and have set 
procedures that will lead to such an outcome by 
the end of 2018. 

EPP is looking to go through similar process as 
in the previous elections. In trying to increase 
internal competition, candidates must be 
supported by their national member parties 
and by no more than two non-national member 
parties. Final congress will be held in Helsinki 
on November 8 and will vote by a majority of 
the EPP delegates for their Spitzenkandidat. As 
Juncker will not be the candidate, the name for 
his possible successor that was most often 
mentioned in the public for the last several 
months was Michel Barnier's, who narrowly 
lost to Juncker in 2014 and who has a spotlight 
as an EU's chief Brexit negotiator. But, as of 
early September, the strongest competitor 
might be Manfred Weber, EPP’s leader at the 
European Parliament and the member of the 
Bavarian CSU. Weber has swiftly secured the 
support of Angela Merkel, though with an 
of�icial caveat that it does not of�icially mean 
that Berlin endorses the Spitzenkandidaten 
logic of winning the Commission presidency. 
No German has been a President of the 
Commission since Walter Hallstein in 1960s, 
and over the last decades Berlin was cautious of 
the wider EU balance of powers. With the 
electoral outcomes of the last several years and 
the rise of the eurosceptic far right on her mind, 
Merkel is looking to solidify the centre-right 
through the German Spitzenkandidat while she 
has the chance.

At the 2014 elections, six European political 
parties have declared their Spitzenkandidaten. 
European People’s Party chose Jean-Claude 
Juncker in a closely contested vote, Party of 
European Socialists chose Martin Schulz, 
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe 
chose Guy Verhofstadt (co-elected by the 
European Democratic Party), European Greens 
chose Ska Keller and José Bové, and the 
European Left chose Alexis Tsipras. Alliance of 
European Conservatives and Reformists, 
gathering most prominently UK’s Conservative 
Party and Poland’s Law and Justice Party, did 
not want to choose its own candidate as it held 
the view that the whole Spitzenkandidaten 
process was strengthening the supra-national 
logic and the federalist tendencies, which they 
strongly opposed. All four major UK parties 
were opposed to the process, and the UK and 
Hungary were the only member states that 
were not visited by any of the 
Spitzenkandidaten during the campaign. Four 
televised debates with all or most of the 
candidates were held in late April and early 
May, and were an entirely new experience.  
Eventually, the EPP won plurality of seats with 
29%, and with some darts thrown at the 
process from the European Council, 
Jean-Claude Juncker was chosen as the 
President of the European Commission.

At the beginning of 2018 the �ight about the 
Spitzenkandidaten system was renewed. On 
January 23, the European Parliament’s 
constitutional affairs committee adopted the 
text stating that the Spitzenkandidaten process 
“is a principle that cannot be overturned”. A 

parliamentary debate on February 7 showed a 
strong support for the process within Brussels. 
Juncker called it a “tiny piece of democratic 
progress”, a system that is "about the 
democratic fabric of the EU". Antonio Tajani, the 
President of the Parliament was talking about 
“reinforcing democracy” and not wanting a 
“bureaucratic Europe”, while Manfred Webber, 
EPP’s European Parliament leader was talking 
about the “days of the backroom diplomacy” 
that preceded the Spitzenkandidaten process. 
The Parliament adopted the resolution 
rejecting any attempt to ditch or circumvent the 
process. The Commission issued a 
Recommendation C(2018) 900 �inal on 
February 14 “on enhancing the European 
nature” of the elections. It called European 
parties to designate their Spitzenkandidaten by 
the end of 2018, to publish their electoral 
programs by early 2019, and called the national 
parties to inform the public on the candidates 
they support and the political positions that 
they represent.

In a way, the opposition to the 
Spitzenkandidaten process also 
looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

At the end of February, some of the prominent 
members of the European Council mounted an 
attack on the process. Heads of States and 
Governments agreed unanimously (with UK 
Prime-Minister Theresa May absent) that they 
would not guarantee that the Spitzenkandidat 

number of options, Macron has voiced support 
for Margrethe Vestager, European 
Commissioner for Competition, who gained 
some fame by striking at such IT behemoths as 
Apple and Alphabet (Google) for violation of 
rules. At this time, Guy Verhofstadt remains the 
top contender for the job. Still it remains to be 
seen whether LREM will join and boost ALDE’s 
chances or will opt to form its own liberal 
coalition. This just might be the main story for 
the entire 2019 elections.

ECR is under major threat as a party in the 
European Parliament. Brexit will leave them 
without their strongest party and 18 UK MEPs 
from the Conservative party, leaving Polish PiS 
as the main constituent of the group. One move 
that they have made to counter the expected 
loss was to admit the Swedish Democrats into 
the membership, and hope that SD can build on 
the positive showing at the Swedish 
parliamentary elections. But the group will 
struggle to achieve a strong result in total, 
considering the crowded right-wing and the 
loss of conservative UK voters.

As a new party, formed only in 
2016 on strong pro-EU liberal 
ideas, LREM is now a major 
force in French politics and is 
looking at ways of in�luencing 
Brussels.

Similarly, Europe of Freedom and Direct 
Democracy will lose its 18 UKIP MEPs, and have 

With the electoral outcomes of 
the last several years and the 
rise of the Eurosceptic far right 
on her mind, Merkel is looking to 
solidify the centre-right through 
the German Spitzenkandidat.

PES will hold a congress in Latvia in October 
and will come up with a name of its lead 
candidate on December 1. Three names are 
being mentioned for the position - Pierre 
Moscovici, current Commissioner for 
Economic and Financial Affairs, Taxation and 
Customs, Federica Mogherini, Vice-President 
and High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy and Frans Timmermans, 
the Vice-President and Commissioner for 
Better Regulation, Interinstitutional Relations, 
the Rule of Law and the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. PES will be hit 
particularly hard by Brexit as it have will lost 
millions of Labour Party's voters, and it will 
have to �ind a way to �ill the gap between EPP 
and itself, the gap that got wider since EPP had 
no major party af�iliate in UK in 2014 and thus 
will feel no immediate negative effects of 
Brexit. Electoral defeats of the French, Dutch 
and German socialists in 2017 are also a sign of 
a bad trend for the group. 

The main issue for ALDE will be whether they 
will be able to pull in Macron’s La Republique 
En Marche. As a new party, formed only in 2016 
on strong pro-EU liberal ideas, LREM is now a 
major force in French politics and is looking at 
ways of in�luencing Brussels. Still looking at a 

lost Swedish Democrats to the ECR. As it stands 
now, EFDD will have to rely on AfD in Germany 
and Five Stars Movement in Italy to boost its 
chances. While �inally entering the national 
government through coalition with Lega, Five 
Stars might be too uneasy within the EFDD as 
the expected loss of UKIP through Brexit will 
leave the EFDD as less of a Eurosceptic and 
more of a pure right-wing group. 

With Europe of Nations and Freedom they 
might respond by either forming a “continental” 
bloc or in other way reshaping the right-wing 
political landscape fora better result, trying to 
capitalize on recent successes in various 
national elections. Lega in Italy and Freedom 
Party of Austria have become parts of the ruling 
coalitions in their respective countries, and will 
try to repeat strong national results at the 
European level. French National Rally will hope 
that its rebranding will prove productive and 
that it will be able to put another strong 
showing behind Marine Le Pen at the European 
elections after major shifts in French party 
politics since 2017. 

Various polls are suggesting few major trends, 
with further fragmentation being the main one. 
EPP will remain in the lead position, while it 
will bleed some support, as will PES that will 
also struggle to fend of the ALDE challenge for 
the second position. Groups on the far right will 
collectively have a better result than in 2014 
and will pick-up new votes, but the distribution 
due to shifting alliances might put some of them 
in danger. GUE left and Greens-EFA are looking 
at possible small gains, and a chance to further 
solidify their basis. In all, another “grand 

coalition” of EPP, PES and ALDE looks to be the 
safest bet for the �illing of Commission 
portfolios as the �inal result.

Conclusion

The elections of 2014 have not reversed the 
trend of declining voter turnout, and have 
once again showed that these elections are 
second-tier to the national ones, where voters 
tend to punish the governing parties and show 
support for the smaller and fringe parties. It is 
hard to see that this will signi�icantly change 
in 2019. Spitzenkandidaten model will almost 
certainly be respected again, barring major 
electoral surprises, and will slowly add 
another notch in trying to link pan-EU 
electorate with top European Commission job 
and Brussels politics. 

What might be the change is the topic and the 
essence of the campaign. Two effects of the 
rise of the eurosceptics have now taken shape. 
The �irst is that the issue of the European 
Union itself has been tabled across as a topic 
for an open debate, and the second is that it 
has exposed the trans-national form of that 
debate. Lulled in the conviction that the 
overall EU progress is irreversible and secured 
from the whims of dissatis�ied swaths of 
electorate, centre-right and centre-left were 
slow to pick up the challenge. The electoral 
debates and campaigns in general will focus 
on the challenges of economic performance, 
future visions of the EU, security and identity. 
That complex exchange may still provide 

needed ideas and consensus to push the EU 
project forward, giving it additional 
democratic legitimacy.
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Introduction

European political parties are preparing 
themselves for the European Parliament 
elections in May 2019. With the UK formally 
leaving the EU at the end of March, the number 
of MEP seats for the election will decrease 
from 751 to 705, with a wider range of Brexit 
issues that will have to be dealt in the run-up. 
Also, Jean-Claude Juncker will not run again 
and that will leave the position at the head of 
the European Commission open for a new 
candidate. 

During the mandate of the current 
Commission sweeping changes occurred 
across the EU and, maybe more importantly, 
outside of it. The migrant crisis that exploded 
in late 2015 has shifted the way politics is 
debated in the EU and in the member states. 
The advent of ISIS in the Middle East and 
North Africa and the number of terrorist 

attacks in Europe have highlighted the 
security nexus between internal EU security 
and its neighbourhood. Russia has remained a 
strategic challenge and with it the security of 
Eastern Europe remains in question. The 
election of Donald Trump in the US and 
uncertainty of Transatlantic relations and 
global trade rules that came with him have 
become a new and important factor in 
international politics. Brexit has shown that 
the “ever closer Union” slogan rings hollow 
and that the process of EU expansion is 
reversible. A string of national elections has 
shown how deep and complex political issues 
in Europe really are, and how centre-left 
parties are under pressure with diminishing 
vote share. On top of that, political debates 
about the internal EU reform are yet to offer 
any tangible result.

In that context come the new elections for the 
European Parliament. Due to the changes 
brought with the Lisbon Treaty for the 2014 
elections, namely the Art. 17 Para 7 that says 
that the European Council “needs to take into 
account the elections to the European 
Parliament” in proposing a candidate for the 
President of the European Commission, it 
meant that the electoral results were tied to 
the chances of winning the Commission 
presidency. While the parliamentary approval 
was needed before as well, the rule made 
signi�icant changes in electoral campaigns and 
strategies. Political parties and groups were 
thus encouraged to go forward with 
candidates they believed are likely to win 
strong support from the pan-EU electorate 
and to aim to win the top Commission job. The 
whole election was nudged towards a more 
EU-level democracy, giving citizens a chance to 
vote for a “familiar EU face” by creating a 
so-called Spitzenkandidaten role for the 
leaders of the party/coalition lists. 

Fluidity of Spitzenkandidaten Model

Fundamentally, the Spitzenkandidaten role is 
an interpretation of the said Lisbon rule, not a 
rule in itself. The real issue is how to interpret 
the “take into account the elections to the 
European Parliament” provision. It clearly 
does not make any guarantees to the clear or 
relative electoral winner but also 
delegitimizes any signi�icant deviation from 
the electoral results. Effectively, it means that 
the party group that wins most EP seats 
should propose its own candidate for the 

MEPs to vote for as the EP’s candidate for the 
head of the Commission.

Historically, competences of the European 
Parliament have been increasing with treaty 
reforms. However, voter participation across 
member states has been steadily decreasing 
since the �irst elections in 1979, from around 
62% turnout to 42% in 2014. The idea of 
Spitzenkandidaten was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend of low turnout 
and to strengthen the role of the Parliament 
against Heads of State or Government in the 
process of electing the Commission President, 
in light of the whole balance of institutional 
powers in Brussels. It was also a way of 
“politicizing” European elections in a time 
marked by the economic crisis and growing 
sentiments of EU-scepticism in its various 
forms. In that sense it would be hard to view 
2014 elections as successful, as the voice of 
the EU-sceptics grew louder, especially those 
of Front National and UK Independence Party. 
Furthermore, low turnout was also 
delegitimizing the Parliament in its turf war 
with the European Council since its members 
eo ipso enjoy strong national support, and 
thus can claim stronger democratic mandate 
than MEPs or Parliament in general. 

The idea of Spitzenkandidaten 
was effectively driven by 
desires to overcome the trend 
of low turnout and to 
strengthen the role of the 
Parliament against Heads of 
State or Government.

from a (relative) winner party group would 
become the Commission President. Angela 
Merkel and Emanuel Macron publicly 
supported Donald Tusk in his position that 
there is no automatic way for the 
Spitzenkandidat to become a Commission 
President. On member states’ level, Merkel’s 
extended national coalition talks in early 2018 
produced a coalition paper that did not support 
the Spitzenkandidaten process, a small victory 
for her CDU in negotiations with junior partner 
SPD. Part of the logic of the European Council’s 
members is the wish for having a free hand in 
choosing the next President of the Commission, 
thus having the full – and member states’ – 
freedom of action. Nevertheless, the other part 
is the fear of electorate shifting in such a way to 
produce a Spitzenkandidat that might not be 
“pro-EU” enough, the one that might come from 
some of the more EU-sceptic groups. This is 
where the “shock” of 2016 and 2017 comes in. 
Both Brexit and Trump’s presidency were not 
expected, and after Marine Le Pen’s advance to 
the second round of the French presidential 
elections, the strong showing of AfD in German 
parliamentary elections and other successes of 
groups usually referred to as right-wing 
populist, there is much doubt in the 
predictability of the “positive” results. In a way, 
the opposition to the Spitzenkandidaten 
process also looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

Party Politics Ahead of 2019

How are party groups setting their internal 
election models in preparation for the 2019 

elections? In general, they are preparing to 
choose their own lead candidates, and have set 
procedures that will lead to such an outcome by 
the end of 2018. 

EPP is looking to go through similar process as 
in the previous elections. In trying to increase 
internal competition, candidates must be 
supported by their national member parties 
and by no more than two non-national member 
parties. Final congress will be held in Helsinki 
on November 8 and will vote by a majority of 
the EPP delegates for their Spitzenkandidat. As 
Juncker will not be the candidate, the name for 
his possible successor that was most often 
mentioned in the public for the last several 
months was Michel Barnier's, who narrowly 
lost to Juncker in 2014 and who has a spotlight 
as an EU's chief Brexit negotiator. But, as of 
early September, the strongest competitor 
might be Manfred Weber, EPP’s leader at the 
European Parliament and the member of the 
Bavarian CSU. Weber has swiftly secured the 
support of Angela Merkel, though with an 
of�icial caveat that it does not of�icially mean 
that Berlin endorses the Spitzenkandidaten 
logic of winning the Commission presidency. 
No German has been a President of the 
Commission since Walter Hallstein in 1960s, 
and over the last decades Berlin was cautious of 
the wider EU balance of powers. With the 
electoral outcomes of the last several years and 
the rise of the eurosceptic far right on her mind, 
Merkel is looking to solidify the centre-right 
through the German Spitzenkandidat while she 
has the chance.

At the 2014 elections, six European political 
parties have declared their Spitzenkandidaten. 
European People’s Party chose Jean-Claude 
Juncker in a closely contested vote, Party of 
European Socialists chose Martin Schulz, 
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe 
chose Guy Verhofstadt (co-elected by the 
European Democratic Party), European Greens 
chose Ska Keller and José Bové, and the 
European Left chose Alexis Tsipras. Alliance of 
European Conservatives and Reformists, 
gathering most prominently UK’s Conservative 
Party and Poland’s Law and Justice Party, did 
not want to choose its own candidate as it held 
the view that the whole Spitzenkandidaten 
process was strengthening the supra-national 
logic and the federalist tendencies, which they 
strongly opposed. All four major UK parties 
were opposed to the process, and the UK and 
Hungary were the only member states that 
were not visited by any of the 
Spitzenkandidaten during the campaign. Four 
televised debates with all or most of the 
candidates were held in late April and early 
May, and were an entirely new experience.  
Eventually, the EPP won plurality of seats with 
29%, and with some darts thrown at the 
process from the European Council, 
Jean-Claude Juncker was chosen as the 
President of the European Commission.

At the beginning of 2018 the �ight about the 
Spitzenkandidaten system was renewed. On 
January 23, the European Parliament’s 
constitutional affairs committee adopted the 
text stating that the Spitzenkandidaten process 
“is a principle that cannot be overturned”. A 

parliamentary debate on February 7 showed a 
strong support for the process within Brussels. 
Juncker called it a “tiny piece of democratic 
progress”, a system that is "about the 
democratic fabric of the EU". Antonio Tajani, the 
President of the Parliament was talking about 
“reinforcing democracy” and not wanting a 
“bureaucratic Europe”, while Manfred Webber, 
EPP’s European Parliament leader was talking 
about the “days of the backroom diplomacy” 
that preceded the Spitzenkandidaten process. 
The Parliament adopted the resolution 
rejecting any attempt to ditch or circumvent the 
process. The Commission issued a 
Recommendation C(2018) 900 �inal on 
February 14 “on enhancing the European 
nature” of the elections. It called European 
parties to designate their Spitzenkandidaten by 
the end of 2018, to publish their electoral 
programs by early 2019, and called the national 
parties to inform the public on the candidates 
they support and the political positions that 
they represent.

In a way, the opposition to the 
Spitzenkandidaten process also 
looks like hedging against the 
“undesirable” election outcome.

At the end of February, some of the prominent 
members of the European Council mounted an 
attack on the process. Heads of States and 
Governments agreed unanimously (with UK 
Prime-Minister Theresa May absent) that they 
would not guarantee that the Spitzenkandidat 

number of options, Macron has voiced support 
for Margrethe Vestager, European 
Commissioner for Competition, who gained 
some fame by striking at such IT behemoths as 
Apple and Alphabet (Google) for violation of 
rules. At this time, Guy Verhofstadt remains the 
top contender for the job. Still it remains to be 
seen whether LREM will join and boost ALDE’s 
chances or will opt to form its own liberal 
coalition. This just might be the main story for 
the entire 2019 elections.

ECR is under major threat as a party in the 
European Parliament. Brexit will leave them 
without their strongest party and 18 UK MEPs 
from the Conservative party, leaving Polish PiS 
as the main constituent of the group. One move 
that they have made to counter the expected 
loss was to admit the Swedish Democrats into 
the membership, and hope that SD can build on 
the positive showing at the Swedish 
parliamentary elections. But the group will 
struggle to achieve a strong result in total, 
considering the crowded right-wing and the 
loss of conservative UK voters.

As a new party, formed only in 
2016 on strong pro-EU liberal 
ideas, LREM is now a major 
force in French politics and is 
looking at ways of in�luencing 
Brussels.

Similarly, Europe of Freedom and Direct 
Democracy will lose its 18 UKIP MEPs, and have 

With the electoral outcomes of 
the last several years and the 
rise of the Eurosceptic far right 
on her mind, Merkel is looking to 
solidify the centre-right through 
the German Spitzenkandidat.

PES will hold a congress in Latvia in October 
and will come up with a name of its lead 
candidate on December 1. Three names are 
being mentioned for the position - Pierre 
Moscovici, current Commissioner for 
Economic and Financial Affairs, Taxation and 
Customs, Federica Mogherini, Vice-President 
and High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy and Frans Timmermans, 
the Vice-President and Commissioner for 
Better Regulation, Interinstitutional Relations, 
the Rule of Law and the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. PES will be hit 
particularly hard by Brexit as it have will lost 
millions of Labour Party's voters, and it will 
have to �ind a way to �ill the gap between EPP 
and itself, the gap that got wider since EPP had 
no major party af�iliate in UK in 2014 and thus 
will feel no immediate negative effects of 
Brexit. Electoral defeats of the French, Dutch 
and German socialists in 2017 are also a sign of 
a bad trend for the group. 

The main issue for ALDE will be whether they 
will be able to pull in Macron’s La Republique 
En Marche. As a new party, formed only in 2016 
on strong pro-EU liberal ideas, LREM is now a 
major force in French politics and is looking at 
ways of in�luencing Brussels. Still looking at a 

lost Swedish Democrats to the ECR. As it stands 
now, EFDD will have to rely on AfD in Germany 
and Five Stars Movement in Italy to boost its 
chances. While �inally entering the national 
government through coalition with Lega, Five 
Stars might be too uneasy within the EFDD as 
the expected loss of UKIP through Brexit will 
leave the EFDD as less of a Eurosceptic and 
more of a pure right-wing group. 

With Europe of Nations and Freedom they 
might respond by either forming a “continental” 
bloc or in other way reshaping the right-wing 
political landscape fora better result, trying to 
capitalize on recent successes in various 
national elections. Lega in Italy and Freedom 
Party of Austria have become parts of the ruling 
coalitions in their respective countries, and will 
try to repeat strong national results at the 
European level. French National Rally will hope 
that its rebranding will prove productive and 
that it will be able to put another strong 
showing behind Marine Le Pen at the European 
elections after major shifts in French party 
politics since 2017. 

Various polls are suggesting few major trends, 
with further fragmentation being the main one. 
EPP will remain in the lead position, while it 
will bleed some support, as will PES that will 
also struggle to fend of the ALDE challenge for 
the second position. Groups on the far right will 
collectively have a better result than in 2014 
and will pick-up new votes, but the distribution 
due to shifting alliances might put some of them 
in danger. GUE left and Greens-EFA are looking 
at possible small gains, and a chance to further 
solidify their basis. In all, another “grand 

coalition” of EPP, PES and ALDE looks to be the 
safest bet for the �illing of Commission 
portfolios as the �inal result.

Conclusion

The elections of 2014 have not reversed the 
trend of declining voter turnout, and have 
once again showed that these elections are 
second-tier to the national ones, where voters 
tend to punish the governing parties and show 
support for the smaller and fringe parties. It is 
hard to see that this will signi�icantly change 
in 2019. Spitzenkandidaten model will almost 
certainly be respected again, barring major 
electoral surprises, and will slowly add 
another notch in trying to link pan-EU 
electorate with top European Commission job 
and Brussels politics. 

What might be the change is the topic and the 
essence of the campaign. Two effects of the 
rise of the eurosceptics have now taken shape. 
The �irst is that the issue of the European 
Union itself has been tabled across as a topic 
for an open debate, and the second is that it 
has exposed the trans-national form of that 
debate. Lulled in the conviction that the 
overall EU progress is irreversible and secured 
from the whims of dissatis�ied swaths of 
electorate, centre-right and centre-left were 
slow to pick up the challenge. The electoral 
debates and campaigns in general will focus 
on the challenges of economic performance, 
future visions of the EU, security and identity. 
That complex exchange may still provide 

needed ideas and consensus to push the EU 
project forward, giving it additional 
democratic legitimacy.
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