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Abstract

T he chapter analyses the performance of populist political parties in
the 2024 EP election in the Czech Republic. The election ended
with a significant increase in support for several populist parties: Action of
Dissatisfied Citizens, Freedom and Direct Democracy and the Oath and
Motorists. All populist parties used radical-right rhetoric before the
election, expressing different levels of criticism of the European Union,
strong anti-immigration attitudes and negative attitudes toward the Green
Deal. The preliminary data show that the electoral support for the populists
was based on a higher level of mobilization in so-called peripheral areas of
the Czech Republic, potentially affected by recent inflation and austerity
policies pursued by the government. All in all, the 2024 EP election in

Czechia significantly increased support for populist political parties.
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Introduction

The EP election took place three years into the Czech Republic’s four-year
parliamentary electoral cycle, making it an important test of support for both
governing parties and the populist opposition. After the 2021 general elections, five
political parties built two electoral coalitions, both of which advanced an anti-
populist platform: the right-wing Spolu (Together) and the centrist coalition
between the Pirates party and Mayors and Independents (Starostové a Nezdvisli,
STAN). They agreed to form a new government, effectively ending eight years of

governments with a significant populist presence.

Yet populists made a comeback in the 2024 EP election. The campaign leading
up to the 9 June polls was dominated by the issues of immigration and the
European Green Deal, and all the populist parties tried to frame the election as a
referendum on the incumbent government’s performance. Historically, in line with
the second-order elections theory (Reif & Schmitt, 1980), Czech voters have often
taken elections as an opportunity to punish the government by voting for the
parliamentary opposition or even for new political parties (Charvdt & Maskarinec,
2020). The 2024 election did not depart from this trend, and populist parties came
out on top: besides two ‘established’ populist parties — Action of Dissatisfied
Citizens (ANO) and Freedom and Direct Democracy (Svoboda a Pfimd Demokracie,
SPD) — the electoral coalition of the populist ‘Piisaha a Motorist¢ (Oath and
Motorists, AUTO) gained representation in the European Parliament. While many
voters may have voted for populist parties out of frustration with national politics
and the incumbent government’s performance (Mahdalovd & Skop, 2024), the
message to the European Parliament from the Czech Republic is unequivocal:

populist voices are stronger and more radical than ever before.

Background

Similarly to other European countries, the Czech Republic has witnessed a
proliferation of populist political parties over the past 15 years. This expansion has
been precipitated by the 2008 economic crisis and a series of political scandals,
which have resulted in a decline in support for the established political parties

(Havlik, 2015). The largest populist party, consistently polling around 30% of the
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vote, is ANO, founded in 2011 and led by the billionaire industrialist Andrej Babis.
The party is typically characterized as a technocratic or centrist populist party
lacking clearly defined ideological foundations. The party initially gained traction
by appealing to voters through an emphasis on communicating expertise and the
ability to run the state effectively while blaming the established political parties for
incompetency and corruption (Havlik, 2019). However, it has recently shifted both
rhetorically and electorally towards the economic centre-left combined with nativist
and authoritarian attitudes, moving closer to the programmatic formula typical for

other far-right political parties in contemporary Europe (De Lange, 2007).

ANO initially became part of the coalition government in 2013 as a junior partner
to the Social Democrats (SPD) and the Christian Democrats. Following the 2017
election, it became the leading government party in a minority coalition with the SD,
which was supported for the majority of the term by the communists (Komunistickd
Strana Cech a Moravy, KSCM). After the 2021 general election, ANO assumed the
role of the leading opposition party. Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in
2022, the party adopted a stance of ambivalent support for Kyiv while simultaneously
advancing a criticism of Ukrainian policies as well as welfare-chauvinist arguments
(i.e., the idea that welfare benefits and social services should be reserved primarily or
exclusively for the native population of a country, rather than being extended to
immigrants or non-citizens) (Havlik & Kluknavskd, 2023). Additionally, it has taken

a pro-Israel stance during the Isracl-Hamas conflict.

Concerning its position towards the EU and EU policies, ANO has shifted from
a mildly pro-European stance (Havlik & Kaniok, 2016) towards soft Euroscepticism
over time. Initially, the party defended Czechia’s membership of the EU, and Babis
even offered lukewarm support for the country adopting the euro. Subsequently,
ANO began to emphasize the need to safeguard Czech national sovereignty vis-a-vis
the EU, utilizing anti-elitist populist rhetoric targeting ‘European elites’ and
attributing the EU’s ineffectiveness in migration policy to incompetence in Brussels.
The party’s stance towards the EU became increasingly aligned with that of populist

radical-right parties in other EU member states.

In its manifesto for the 2024 European Parliament election, ANO adopted a
clear intergovernmentalist position, presented in a populist manner. It called for the
‘need to restore the decisive role of the national states in the EU’. It also opposed
decisions taken by European institutions and ‘non-elected bureaucrats’ who are

‘disconnected from the reality of everyday life’ (ANO, 2024). The party criticized
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the EU Pact on Migration, framing it as a security concern and warning the Czech
Republic not to ‘take the path of Western Europe, where no-go zones have sprung
up in many cities, where people are afraid to go out at night, and women are at risk
of violence’ (ANO, 2024). ANO also promised to reform the European Green Deal
passed ‘in defiance of common sense’, claiming that ‘Brussels has decided to
commit ritual suicide’ (ANO, 2024). ANO rejected the idea of the ban on
combustion engines and even dedicated a chapter in its manifesto to the issue,
contributing to the high salience of the issue in the electoral campaign. ANO also
criticized the EU for the supposed ‘restrictions on freedom of expression that are
now taking place under the guise of fighting disinformation. In reality, however,
this term often masquerades as the EU’s desire to regulate and restrict the
publication of alternative opinions’ (ANO, 2024). Even more, ANO blamed ‘both
domestic and Brussels elites’ for ‘wanting to control, dominate and re-educate
people in various ways (ANO, 2024), comparing it to the oppression of human

rights and freedom during the communist regime before 1989.

SPD is a populist radical-right party led by Tomio Okamura. The party, along
with its predecessor, Dawn of Direct Democracy (also founded by Okamura), has
been represented in the national parliament since the 2013 general elections,
consistently garnering around 10% of the vote. The party’s initial success was tied
to Okamura’s popularity as a TV personality (he was president of the Czech
Association of Travel Agencies, performed in a reality show, and gained media
attention with his project of a toy travel agency). The party has capitalized on its
potent anti-establishment appeal and, with the onset of the immigration crisis,
adopted xenophobic, uncompromisingly anti-immigration and hard Eurosceptic
rthetoric. SPD has become one of the most vocal anti-Ukrainian voices following
Russia’s 2022 invasion (Havlik & Kluknavskd, 2023). Due to its anti-Islam stance,
SPD has been a stalwart defender of Israel during the Israel-Hamas conflict. Unlike

ANO, SPD has never been part of the government.

In mid 2023 SPD formed an electoral alliance with Tricolour, another populist
radical-right outfit, ahead of the 2024 EP elections. The two parties continued to
co-operate in the run-up to the polls. A first glance at SPD’s EP manifesto reveals
a striking similarity with ANO’s rhetoric. The major difference lies in SPD’s more
radical language, a generally more sceptical attitude towards the EU (including a
demand for a membership referendum), and a stronger emphasis on immigration
policy. SPD was highly critical of the EU, describing it as a ‘dictatorship in Brussels’

dominated by ‘non-elected bureaucrats’ who produce ‘directives that are against the
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interests of our state and our people’ (SPD, 2024).

The party framed the issue of migration primarily in security terms, rejecting the
EU Pact for Migration, claimed that the EU supports ‘mass migration and
multiculturalism’, and stated that ‘[m]any Western European cities have already
been Islamised, resulting in huge crime, terrorism, and the domination of Sharia
law in so-called no-go zones' (SPD, 2024). SPD also rejected the Green Deal,
vehemently opposing ‘any attempt to reduce car transport and combustion engines’
(SPD, 2024). The party criticized political correctness, accusing the EU of
censorship and a disingenuous campaign against disinformation. Overall, among
the Czech political parties represented in the EP, SPD was closest to ‘hard
Euroscepticisim’, challenging the current trajectory of the EU and even questioning

the Czech Republic’s membership.

In addition to the existing populist political parties with representation in the
Czech parliament, several new populist radical-right parties have emerged since the
2021 election. These parties have capitalized on discursive opportunities related to
the high level of inflation (at times the highest among EU member states), the
government’s austerity policies, and, to some extent, the war in Ukraine. In 2022,
Jindfich Rajchl, a former member of Tricolour and an organizer of anti-COVID-19
measures demonstrations, founded the Law, Respect, Expertise (Privo, Respekt,
Odbornost, PRO) party. Rajchl co-organized several anti-government
demonstrations, the largest of which drew around 70,000 participants. However,
he and his party lost momentum as the Czech economy gradually recovered and

public support for pro-Russian stances remained limited.

Conversely, the political party Oath, founded in 2021 by former police chief
Rébert Slachta, whose anti-organized crime unit led a corruption investigation that
toppled the right-wing cabinet in 2013, stabilized its support. Despite receiving 4%
of the votes in the 2021 general election and polling below the 5% electoral
threshold, the party saw an uptick in support before the election, according to some
opinion polls. One reason for the increasing support was the electoral coalition
Oath formed with Motorists for Themselves (formerly named Referendum on the
EU, later the Party for the Independence of the Czech Republic).

The coalition leveraged the opportunity to campaign against the government,
took an anti-immigration position and strongly criticized the European Green Deal,

especially the planned ban on cars with combustion engines. Although many
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political parties made similar claims, the coalition gained credibility in the fight to
preserve combustion engines by placing Filip Turek, a former racing driver, luxury
car collector and social media influencer, at the top of its electoral list. Despite
consistently polling around 5%, the coalition saw a growth in support shortly before
the election. Some analysts attributed this boost to Turek’s increased media visibility,
which included allegations of his use of Nazi symbols (which Turek downplayed)
and the fact that the party and Turek himself became a target of negative campaigning
from some of the government and opposition parties. For instance, the electoral
leader of Mayors and Independents, one of the government parties, challenged Turek
to a TV debate, framing him as a major threat to Czech democracy. This debate,
which took place just a few days before the election, recorded significant viewership

and may have impacted the result of the party in the election.

Electoral results
Populist parties gained 10 of the 21 MEP seats allocated to the Czech Republic. ANO

took poll position with 26.1% of the vote (electing seven MEDs), increasing its support
by 5 percentage points compared to the 2019 EP elections. The SPD and Tricolour list
secured 5.7% of the votes and one seat, a decline of more than 3 percentage points
compared to 2019. The biggest surprise of the election was the 10.3% of the votes and
two seats won by AUTO. By including the votes received by other protest parties, such
as the coalition Stadilo (Enough) led by the KSCM, with those received by populist

arties, the protest camp secured a majority of 55% of the votes.
p p p )

Table 1: The results of the 2024 EP election in the Czech Republic

Vote share (%) Seats Populist Government
ANO 26.1 7 yes
Spolu 223 no
AUTO 10.3 yes
Stacilo 9.6
Mayors and Independents (STAN) 8.7

Pirate party W
SPD 5.7

Source: Czech Statistical Office, 2024 (https://www.olby.cz/)

Despite the government’s low popularity, the incumbent parties scored relatively
well, collectively gaining almost 37% of the votes (compared to 43% in the 2021
general election). The right-wing Spolu coalition (22.3% and 6 MEPs) achieved a
fair result, and Mayors and Independents (STAN) met the expectations set by the
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public opinion polls (8.7% of votes and 2 MEPs). Among the governing parties,
only the Pirates performed poorly (6.2% and 1 MEP). The election did not signal
a revival for the SPD, once a defining pole in the party system. Having remained
just below the electoral threshold in the 2021 general election and losing
parliamentary representation after more than 30 years, the SPD received less than

2% of the votes, continuing their decline into irrelevance.

As with the previous EP elections in Czechia, the results were marked by low
electoral turnout. However, turnout increased significantly to 36%, the highest in
the history of EP elections in the Czech Republic (up from 29% in 2019). According
to an analysis of aggregated data published shortly after the election, the increase in
turnout was likely linked to mobilization in peripheral areas, including the so-called
inner peripheries (Grim, 2024). These are less developed areas with lower levels of
infrastructure, higher unemployment and a higher proportion of low-educated
people. It should be noted that peripheral status is not defined exclusively by
economic factors; it also has vital historical, social, and cultural dimensions (Bernard
& Simon. 2017). Previous studies have shown that people living in peripheral areas
are more likely to hold populist attitudes (Dvotdk et al., 2024), and populist parties
tend to be more successful in areas characterized by economic hardship or an ageing
population (Dvordk & Zouhar, 2022; Lysek et al., 2021). Early analyses of the
aggregated data indicate that the 2024 EP election followed this pattern. ANO,
AUTO, SPD and Sta¢ilo were most successful in the peripheral areas. The notable
results of ANO, which benefited the most from increased turnout in these areas,
confirm the transformation in the character of support for the once-centrist populist
party (Havlik & Voda, 2018). The success of populists in the areas may stem from
the harsh impact of the recent inflation and austerity policies introduced by the
government on the people living in peripheral areas. However, historically, the
peripheral regions have always been more critical of the EU, and their Euroscepticism

may also have played a notable role (Plesivedk, 2020).

Data from opinion surveys conducted a few weeks before the election reveal
important similarities and some differences in the socio-demographics of the
electorates of the three populist parties that crossed the electoral threshold. Support
for ANO spanned various socio-demographic groups but primarily relied on voters
without high school diplomas (37% declared they would vote for ANO) and those
aged 60 or older (34%). Conversely, only 9% of voters with a university degree and
11% of those aged 18-29 supported ANO. SPD supporters were mostly men and

individuals with elementary education, with younger voters less likely to support
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SPD compared to those aged 45-59. Due to the small number of respondents
supporting AUTO, identifying a clearer voter profile is challenging, although there
was slightly higher support among men and younger voters (STEM, 2024).

Despite the lack of data on the ideological profiles of populist party voters, it is
evident that, on average, populist parties were more attractive to less educated voters
and were more successful in peripheral areas. The spatially uneven growth of electoral
turnout suggests that the overall rise of populist parties can be attributed to higher
mobilization in areas favourable to them. Nevertheless, the differing changes in
support for various populist parties (notably the growth of AUTO and Stacilo versus
the decline of SPD) indicate limited spillover across government and opposition
camps. The ‘populist race’ is further evidenced by data from another pre-election
opinion poll, where voters were asked to cast votes (preferences) for two parties. Only
alimited number used ‘split votes’ in the sense of supporting one populist (opposition)
party and one governing party. This finding relates to the high level of political
polarization between populist and anti-populist forces recently observed (Hrbkovd et
al., 2024). In other words, the results of the EP election in Czechia point to the
ongoing transformation of the party system from a relatively stable unidimensional
competition between the left and the right into a contestation between populist and
anti-populist forces (Havlik & Kluknavska, 2022).

Discussion

The EP election in Czechia has resulted in a majority of votes for populist (and
protest) parties. Despite their ideological differences, all of these parties share a
critical attitude towards the supranational principles underpinning the EU’s
functioning and call for strengthening the role of national states in the EU decision-
making process. SPD even advocates a reconsideration of Czech membership in the
EU. Consequently, Czech populist parties will likely oppose any attempts to
strengthen the powers of supranational EU institutions. Similarly, their criticism of
the Green Deal and the regulation of cars with combustion engines suggests they

will seek to revise the legislation or at least slow down its implementation.

However, the success and real impact of the Czech populists at the EP level will
be affected by their membership in EP groups. Given ANO’s ideological shift and
the departure of its former liberal pro-European MEPs, ANO decided to leave the
liberal Renew group and initiated the formation of a new populist radical-right

Eurosceptic group, Patriots for Europe (PfE) alongside Fidesz and the Austrian
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Freedom Party (FPO). Despite AUTO expressing their willingness to join the
European Conservatives and Reform group (ECR), the governing Civic Democratic
Party (ODS), one of the ECR’s founders, did not support its inclusion, and AUTO
eventually joined PfE. Although ANO and AUTO have become members of the
third-largest EP group, which includes parties such as France’s far-right National
Rally (RN), the Flemish Interest (Vlaams Belang, VB), Spain’s Vox or Italy’s Lega,
the first votes in the EP have already indicated that the PfE’S influence on policy
in the current legislature will be constrained. For example, PfE representatives have
been excluded from the allocation of posts in EP committees). SPD, the most
radical populist party, formed a new far-right Europe of Sovereign Nations group
(ESN) alongside the Alternative for Germany or the French Reconquest. ESN is the
smallest of the EP groups in the 2024-2029 legislature, and — similarly to PfE — the
EP majority has applied a cordon sanitaire to the group, significantly reducing the
effective power of ESN in the EP.

The results of the 2024 election in Czechia indicate a strengthening of the
populist radical-right and Eurosceptic voices in the EU. First, AUTO gained
representation in the EP as a new populist radical-right party. Second, the share of
MEDPs held by populist parties increased compared to the previous EP elections.
Third, given the radicalization of ANO’s ideology and its elected MEPs, the
populist voices from Czechia will be more Eurosceptic and generally more radical
than ever before. Although their membership in EP groups outside the mainstream
of EU politics may tone down the volume of these voices significantly, the 2024 EP
election delivered a clear message of a strengthened position of populist political

parties in Czechia.
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