
V

Summary of political and legal Europe

2012, a Swing Year?
Corinne DELOY

Six countries in the European Union renewed their parliament in 2012, four of which 
did so early, notably due to domestic political crisis. The left – and it is a fi rst in six 
years – was the winner in these general elections. Indeed three Member States swung 
from right to left: Slovakia, France and Lithuania; in Romania the left/right coalition 
that has gov erned the country since May 2012 won the ballot. In Romania, the left/right 
coalition – in power since May 2012 – won the election on December 9th. In the Nether-
lands, the  Liberals  formed a coalition government with the Labour Party (PvdA). Lastly, 
in Greece, the government formed by the right (ND which won the elections on June 
17th), the PASOK chose four of its ministers even though it decided not to take directly in 
government.

However the right remains predominant in the European Union. It governs in 
18 Member States (in coalition with the left in Finland, Ireland, Luxembourg, and in 
the Netherlands) whilst the left governs in seven (in coalition with the right in Austria 
and Romania)1. Socio- economic issues (debt and eurozone crises, public defi cit reduc-
tions, revival of growth, the future of the industrial policy, etc.) featured at the heart 
of the electoral debate in each of these countries where an election was held this year.

Finally in 2012 the Irish also voted on Europe: on 31st May they ratifi ed the treaty on 
Stability, Coordination and Governance – otherwise known as the European Budgetary 
Pact.

1. Italy and Belgium – led by governments of national union – were not included in this typology.
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The government majorities within the European Union 
on 31st December 2012

Countries governed 
by a left majority

Countries governed 
by a right majority

Austria (left/right coalition)
Cyprus

Denmark
France

Lithuania
Romania (left/right coalition)

Slovakia

Germany
Bulgaria
Spain

Estonia
Finland (right/left coalition)
Greece (right/left coalition)

Hungary
Ireland (right/left coalition)

Latvia
Luxembourg (right/left coalition)

Malta
The Netherlands (right/left coalition)

Poland
Portugal

Czech Republic
United Kingdom

Slovenia
Sweden

1. A clear swing to the left

Slovakia: the return of Robert Fico

Direction- Social Democracy (SMER- SD), led by former Prime Minister (2006-2010), 
Robert Fico, easily won in the early general elections in Slovakia on 10th March. The party 
won 44.4% of the vote and 83 of the 150 seats in parliament, i.e. the absolute majority, 
a fi rst since the country’s independence in 1993. The early elections followed the fall 
on 11th October 2011 of Iveta Radicova’s government which comprised the Democratic 
and Christian Union- Democratic Party (SDKU- DS), Most- Hid, Freedom and Solidarity 
(SaS) and the Christian Democratic Movement (KDH). The Prime Minister chose to 
associate the adoption of the European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF) by parliament 
with a confi dence vote on her government. MPs chose to say “no” to the government 
in offi ce to the detriment of the EFSF. Some months later the Democratic and Christian 
Union- Democratic Party collapsed winning 6% of the vote and 11 seats (- 17) just like its 
government partner, Freedom and Solidarity which won 5.8% of the vote and 11 seats 
(- 11). Turnout totalled 59.1%

The election undoubtedly bears less witness to the triumph of the left than to the 
collapse of the right. Already weakened, it also suffered due to the Gorilla scandal, the 
name given to the politico- fi nancial affair that came to light after the recordings of 
internet conversations at the end of 2011 were put on line revealing bribery and money 
laundering that had taken place during the privatisations of 2005-2006, a period when 
the right was in offi ce. The scandal also benefi ted the Party of Ordinary People and 
Independent Personalities (OL’aNO) led by Igor Matovic which made its entry into 
parliament.
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In spite of the extremely social announcements made by Fico (“We are against 
privatisation, support a better protection of the workers and greater public investment”) 
the results of the fi rst government he led (2006-2010) plead for the continuity of 
the policy undertaken by the right. During his time as head of State the leader of 
Direction did indeed succeed in protecting the heritage of the liberal right whilst 
increasing State social spending, notably to attenuate the effects of the international 
economic crisis.

The French give a majority to a leftwing President

One month after the presidential election the Socialist Party and its allies won the 
majority in the National Assembly, the lower chamber of the French parliament, during 
the general elections on 10th and 17th June. The leftwing forces together won a total of 
346 seats (+119).

With 215 seats the UMP faced an acceptable defeat. The dilemma was Cornelian for 
the voters of the right who were fi ghting for the victory of their camp and yet were 
opposed to cohabitation.

The National Front remained isolated in the political arena but asserted itself as the 
country’s third political force. It won two seats whilst none of its candidates had suc-
ceeded in entering parliament since 1988.

Turnout was the lowest ever recorded in general elections in France: 57.2% in the fi rst 
round and 55.4% in the second. The election, which since 2002, follows immediately 
after the appointment of the head of State, generates little interest and mobilises few, 
since voters are convinced that the match has already been won before it has even been 
played.

Jean- Marc Ayrault (PS) was appointed Prime Minister and formed a government inclu-
ding socialists and ecologists. One thing is certain however: with François Hollande in 
the Elysée and the majority in the National Assembly, in the Senate and in most of the 
regions (24 out of 26), departments and major cities, the French left – which holds an 
hegemonic position – can afford to make no mistakes.

Right- Left Alternation in Lithuania

The leftwing won the general elections on 14th and 28th October in Lithuania. The 
Social Democratic (LSP) Party led by Algirdas Butkevicius became the country’s main 
political force with a total of 38 seats in the Seimas, the only chamber of parliament. It 
came out ahead of the Homeland Union- Conservatives (TS- LK) led by outgoing Prime 
Minister Andrius Kubilius which won 33 seats. The latter, the fi rst head of government 
to have completed a mandate since Lithuania won back its independence in 1991, and 
this in spite of an extremely diffi cult economic context, paid the price of the austerity 
policy which he had introduced to counter the economic crisis which sorely affected 
Lithuania (the GDP contracted by 15% in 2009). Although the country had recovered 
growth, wages and retirement, pensions decreased dramatically and unemployment 
rose to 13%.

The Labour Party (DP) led by billionaire Viktor Uspaskich came third with 30 MPs 
and the populist movement, For Order and Justice (TT) led by former President of the 
Republic Rolandas Paksas, won 11 seats. Together the Social Democrats and Labour won 
78 of the 141 seats in Parliament. Turnout totalled 52.9%.

The Labour Party and the Social Democratic Party formed a government, joining 
forces with For Order and Justice and Electoral Action of the Poles of Lithuania (LLRA), 
a party representing the country’s Polish minority.
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2. The Netherlands and Romania: repeated political crises

The Liberals re- elected in the Netherlands

The People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (VVD) led by outgoing Prime Minister 
Mark Rutte came out ahead in the general elections on 12th September in the  Netherlands. 
It won 26.5% of the vote, i.e. the highest score in its history, taking 41 seats (+10 than 
in the election in 2010). The Liberals drew slightly ahead of the Labour Party (PvdA) led 
by Diederik Samsom, who won 24.7% of the vote and 39 seats (+9). Together the two 
parties formed a government after the election.

The electoral campaign focused on the European crisis (eurozone and debt crisis) and 
for a long time benefi ted the opposition forces which were more radical and hostile to 
the European Union (Socialist Party, SP, and the Freedom Party PVV) before the pro- 
European parties won back some ground. The Liberals, who were forced to take on board 
the rising hostility of the population to the reforms asked of the country by the European 
Union, took a fi rm stance against the States in the South of Europe.

The populists suffered a resounding defeat. On the right the Freedom Party won 10.1% 
of the vote and 15 seats (- 9); on the left the Socialist Party won 9.6% of the vote and 15 
seats (=), i.e. well below the results that the polls were forecasting. The Christian Demo-
cratic Appeal (CDA) was the other loser in this election It recorded the lowest result in 
its history: 8.5% of the vote and 13 seats (- 8). Turnout totalled 74.3%

The VVD did not suffer therefore from its cohabitation with the Freedom Party (PVV) 
led by Geert Wilders nor did it suffer from the crisis which had led to the withdrawal 
of the PVV’s support that had forced the government to resign. On 12th September the 
Dutch clearly said “yes” to Europe, which they visibly deem to be the only organisation 
to guarantee their future.

Easy victory for the outgoing left/right coalition in Romania

Since May 7th 2012 Romania has been governed by a motley left/right coalition. In 
February 2011 the Social Democratic Party (PSD) led by Prime Minister Victor Ponta and 
the National Liberal Party (PNL) formed the Social Liberal Union (USL) with the aim of 
bring ing down the President of the Republic Traian Basescu (PD- L), who was appreciated 
by his fellow countrymen for a long time, but whose popularity collapsed after he imposed 
austerity measures on the country in a bid to counter the serious economic crisis affecting it.

The Romanian parliament approved the destitution of the Head of State on 6th July 
but the operation failed: the referendum organised by the government on 29th July on 
the issue was invalidated because turnout was not high enough (46.1%).

Four months later the Social Liberal Union won the parliamentary elections organised 
on 9th December. The coalition won 58.6% of the vote in the general election (and 60.1% 
in the senatorial election), i.e. the highest score ever achieved by a coalition since the 
collapse of communism.

The Alliance of the Romanian Right (ARD) led by former Prime Minister (February 
2012- May 2012), Mihai Razvan Ungureanu, who rallied the main opposition forces (the 
Democratic Liberal Party (PD- L), the National Party of Christian Democratic Farmers 
(NP- CDP), the New Republic Party (NRP), the Christian Democratic Foundation (FCD) 
and the Civic Force Party (PFC)) won 16.7% of the vote in the Chamber of Deputies and 
16.7% in the Senate. The People’s Party (PP- DD) led by Dan Diaconescu came third with 
13.8% of the vote in the legislative elections and 14.7% in the senatorial vote. Only four 
Romanians in ten turned out to vote (41.6%).

The only true issue at stake in these elections was the extent of the Social Liberal 
victory. Victor Ponta was appointed Prime Minister on 21st December.
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3. Greece on the edge of collapse

The general elections on 6th May constituted a political earthquake in Greece which 
was in the midst of an extremely serious fi nancial and socio- economic crisis. The elect-
orate voted massively against austerity and the European Memorandum, the name 
given to the agreement signed by Athens with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
the European Union and the Central European Bank. The two “major” government 
parties – the Pan- Hellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK) and New Democracy (ND) – 
collapsed, winning 32% of the vote only (18.8% and 108 seats + 17 for the rightwing 
party in comparison with the 2009 elections and 13.2% of the vote, 41 seats, -  119 
for the leftwing party). Both were punished for having accepted the drastic austerity 
conditions that went with the two rescue plans for Greece (May 2010 and October 
2011) in exchange for which the government had committed to implement major 
austerity measures.

With 16.7% of the vote (52 seats, + 39), the Radical Left Coalition (SYRIZA) was the 
true winner in the election on 6th May. The break through by the neo- Nazi party, Chryssi 
Avghi (CA, Golden Dawn), which won 6.9% of the vote (21 seats), was the other major 
event in the election, in which 65.1% of the Greeks took part.

Since the results made the formation of a government impossible another election was 
organised on 17th June. New Democracy then came out ahead with 29.6% of the vote 
and 129 seats (21 more than in May). The Radical Left Coalition scored even better: it 
won 26.8% of the vote and 71 MPs (+ 19). PASOK won 12.2% of the vote and 33 seats 
(-  8). Chryssi Avghi won 6.9% of the vote and 18 MPs (-  3). Turnout rose to 62.5%.

Although the vote on 6th May was an expression of anger, that on 17th June was one 
of fear – of what the future of the country might be outside of Europe and the fear of 
seeing Athens leave the eurozone. The Greeks voted in support of their country keeping 
the single currency and for the continuation of budgetary spending control, with the 
hope however of being able to modify the aid plan.

Antonis Samaras, the New Democracy leader was able to widen the electoral base of 
his party in both elections by embracing four leaders from the far right Orthodox Alarm 
(LAOS) and above all by re- integrating into his party the Democratic Alliance, founded 
by Dora Bakoyannis. After the election he formed a government in which the left chose 
not to take part but PASOK and the Democratic Left (DIMOK) did choose four of the 
25 Ministers in the new team.

The 2012 elections fragmented the country’s bipolarisation that had been in force 
since Greece’s return to democracy in 1974; with political divisions giving way to the 
split opposing the pro-  and anti- Europeans.

The leftwing has asserted itself in the European ballot boxes in four of the six 
countries which renewed their parliament. Has the supremacy of the right started 
to wane and was 2012 the start of a swing to the left by the European electorate? 
Political alternation, which is almost natural in politics, can also be explained by 
the diffi culty experienced by the teams in offi ce (mainly rightwing in Europe), as 
they were forced to undertake austerity policies and face the electorate’s discontent. 
Some managed however to stave off the electoral verdict and were re- elected, as in 
the Netherlands.

The elections in 2013 will show us how this electoral trend towards the left is 
developing. Six Member States will be renewing their parliament including Germany, 
governed by the right since 2005; Italy, led by the right since 2008, and above all Austria, 
governed by a left/right coalition but where the far right has become the leading force, 
if we are to believe the polls.
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Five new heads of State in Europe

Five new presidents of the Republic were elected in 2012 in the European Union; three 
were appointed by universal suffrage and two others were elected by their parliament

On 5th February, Sauli Niinistö (Conservative Assembly, KOK) won the Finnish Presi-
dential election with 62.6% of the vote (37% in the 1st round). He came out ahead of 
ecologist Pekka Haavisto who won 37.4% of the vote (18.7% in the fi rst round). Sauli 
Niinistö, who belongs to Prime Minister Jyrki Katainen’s party had the support of fi ve 
of the six candidates who took part in the fi rst round. The presidential election focused 
more on the personality of the candidate, both pro- European, rather than on their 
programmes. The lack of any real left/right opposition enabled Sauli Niinistö to rally 
the vote well beyond his own party. He put an end to thirty years of Social Democratic 
reign and became the fi rst centre- right Head of State in Finland since Juho Kusti Paasi-
kivi (1946-1956).

Joachim Gauck, with no political label and supported by fi ve of the political parties 
represented in parliament, except for the Left Party (L), was elected on 18th March as 
President of the Federal Republic of Germany in the fi rst round of voting, 991 in support 
out of the 1,232 votes cast in the German Federal Assembly (Bundesversammlung), the 
body responsible for appointing the head of State. This presidential election followed the 
resignation on 17th February of Christian Wulff, suspected of having benefi ted from his 
position as Minister- President of the Land of Lower Saxony (2003-2010) to gain various 
fi nancial advantages and of then having tried to cover up the scandal.

A pastor, Joachim Gauck defi nes himself as “a social democratic conservative with 
liberal leanings”. Well loved by his fellow countrymen he is a symbol of the work of 
remembrance undertaken on the communist dictatorship (he chaired the committee 
responsible for the dissolution of the State Security Ministry (STASI) after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall in 1989). After this election Germany now has at its helm two Protestant 
personalities, who originally came from the former German Democratic Republic.

On 2nd May, Janos Ader (Democratic Youth Alliance, FIDESZ) was elected President of 
Hungary by Parliament (262 votes in support, 40 against). He was the only candidate 
running in this election, which followed the resignation of Pal Schmitt on 2nd April, the 
latter being accused of plagiarism in his doctoral thesis devoted to the Olympic Games 
of 1992. Janos Ader is the author of two extremely controversial laws; the new electoral 
law that favours the “major” parties and the reform of the judiciary.

He owes his election to his loyalty to the government majority and to his extremely 
close relations with Prime Minister Viktor Orban (FIDESZ).

On 6th May with 51.6% of the vote François Hollande (Socialist Party PS) became the 
second French President of the 5th Republic to come from the left. He drew ahead of 
outgoing President Nicolas Sarkozy (Union for a Popular Movement, UMP), who won 
48.3% of the vote. The French punished the party in offi ce. The election emerged as a 
referendum on the personality and style of government of the outgoing President. The 
victory of the Socialist candidate can be explained in part by the rejection of Nicolas 
Sarkozy as a person. He was elected as Head of State in 2007 thanks to a programme 
focused on three main ideas (economic fl exibility, increased growth and the consoli-
dation of the public fi nances) before the international economic crisis obliged him to 
modify his policy.

In 2012 the outgoing President undertook a campaign on the right which caused 
tension within his own party. Between rounds he vainly tried to rally Marine Le Pen’s 
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voters (National Front, FN) and those of François Bayrou (Democratic Movement, 
MoDem) to his name.

With 18.1% of the vote in the fi rst round Marine Le Pen succeeded in positioning her 
party as an inevitable political force. She easily drew ahead of Jean- Luc Mélenchon (Left 
Front FG) who won 11.1% of the vote, as he articulated his campaign around French 
concern over globalisation, and by using a communist political culture, which is fi rmly 
set on the left, and very much alive in France. François Bayrou did not succeed in rising 
beyond the 10% mark (9.1% of the vote.). Turnout was high and totalled 80.4% in the 
fi rst round and 79.3% in the second.

Borut Pahor (Social Democratic Party, SD) was the source of surprise as he won the pre-
sidential election on 2nd December in Slovenia. The former Prime Minister (2008-2011) 
won 67.4% of the vote coming out ahead of outgoing head of State Danilo Türk who 
won 32.5% of the vote. Turnout was drastically down: 41.9%, i.e. 16.5 points less than 
in the second round of the election in 2007.

Borut Pahor, who gave his support to the austerity reforms undertaken by Janez Jansa’s 
government (Democratic Party, SDS), has set the goal of “rallying the majority on the 
right and the left opposition to put Slovenia back on the path of growth.” The country, 
which is experiencing a serious economic crisis, should benefi t from the combined work 
of the head of State and the Prime Minister.

A resounding YES by the Irish to the European Budgetary Pact

On 31st May the Irish approved the Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Gover-
nance otherwise known as the European Budgetary Pact. More than six voters 
in ten (60.3%) voted YES whilst 39.7% opposed the ratifi cation of the European 
text. Turnout was low (50.6%). Ireland was the only Member State to organise a 
referendum on this text.

This vote was unique and contrary to past events regarding the adoption of 
the two most recent European texts – the Nice (2002) and Lisbon Treaties (2009). 
Dublin had no right to veto the European treaty since this one had to enter into 
force once at least 12 countries had ratifi ed it.

Fine Gael (FG), of Prime Minister Enda Kenny, the Labour Party (Lab), a govern-
ment coalition member and Fianna Fail (FF) the main opposition party supported 
the ratifi cation.

Three parties represented in the Irish Parliament – Sinn Fein (SF), the far left 
nationalist party; the Socialist Party (SP) and the People’s Movement before Profi t 
(PBP) – were against it. In the “no” camp there were also several independent MPs, 
including the founder of the organisation Libertas, Declan Ganley.

In a country that is still recovering and aware that they would not be given 
another chance to vote, the Irish were not convinced that rejecting the treaty 
would improve their daily lot.
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Summary of the Legislative Election Results in 2012 
in the European Union in %2,3,4,5,6

Country Turnout Far Left Left of 
government

Right of 
government

Far Right Others

Slovakia 59.1 44.4 29.4 4.6 21.6

France2 57.2 0,9 46.7 34 13.7 4.7

Greece3 62.5 31.4 18.6 37.2 6.9 5.9

The Netherlands 74.3 9.6 27 35 10.1 18.3

Lithuania4 52.9 38.2 33 28.8

Romania5 41.7 58.96 16.5 15.2 9.4

Electoral Shifts in Europe in 2012

Previous Elections 2012 Election

Slovakia Right Left

France Right Left

Greece Right Right (coalition right - left)

The Netherlands Right Right (coalition right - left)

Lithuania Right Left

Romania Right Left (coalition left – right)

2013 Elections in the European Union

11th - 12th and 25th - 26th January: Czech Republic – Presidential election
17th - 24th February Cyprus – Presidential election
24th – 25th February: Italy – Parliamentary elections
9th March: Malta – Legislative elections
May: Italy – Presidential ele ction
7th July: Bulgaria – Legislative elections
22nd September: Germany – Legislative elections
September: Austria – Legislative elections

2. Results of the fi rst round of voting on 10th June 2012.
3. Results of the vote on 17th June 2012 (it is obligatory to vote in Greece).
4. Results of the proportional vote only.
5. Results of the elections of the lower chamber of parliament.
6. The Social Liberal Union (USL) won 58.6% of the vote but this is a motley coalition (left/right) 

led by outgoing Prime Minister Victor Ponta, rallying amongst others the Social-Democratic Party (PSD) 
which lies on the left of the political scale and the National Liberal Party (PNL) which lies on the right. 
The result given here is that of the coalition as a whole.








































































	2012, a Swing Year?
	V Summary of political and legal Europe
	1. A clear swing to the left
	Slovakia: the return of Robert Fico
	The French give a majority to a leftwing President
	Right-Left Alternation in Lithuania

	2. The Netherlands and Romania: repeated political crises
	The Liberals re-elected in the Netherlands
	Easy victory for the outgoing left/right coalition in Romania

	3. Greece on the edge of collapse
	Five new heads of State in Europe




