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Abstract

he only competitive populist party running in the 2024 EU elections in

Austria, the radical-right Freedom Party of Austria (FPO) relied on well-
proven recipes that have made it one of the most successful populist parties in
(Western) Europe for the last 30 years. It called for cutting down the EU’s
competences to half the size of its institutions and budget and harshly criticized its
policies concerning migration, the war in Ukraine, the climate crisis and the
COVID-19 pandemic. This criticism was combined with a highly alarmist rhetoric
that portrayed political opponents as either corrupt, fanatical or insane. While all
this met with uniform criticism by other Austrian parties and large parts of the
media, this again allowed the party to present itself as the sole party actually
fighting for the Austrian interest against a broken system controlled by a single
establishment ‘unity party’ (Einheitspartei). Once more, this strategy paid off and

the FPO landed in the first place for the first time in a nationwide election.
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Austrian populism:
The radical right Freedom Party

Populism in Austria so far has been confined mainly to parties of the (more or less)
radical right. Throughout the years, several of these parties have entered the
national and regional parliaments but sooner or later departed the scene. The one
exception to this is the Austrian Freedom Party (FPO). Founded in 1956, it did not
start as a populist party but descended from both liberal and German nationalist
currents of the nineteenth century. While it managed to enter parliament in 1956
and has stayed there ever since it played a rather marginal role in the Austrian party
system for the first three decades. However, this changed in 1987, when Jorg
Haider was elected as party leader, transforming the FPO into one of the first and
most successful populist radical-right parties in Europe (Heinisch 2003). Since
then, the party has reached up to 27% of the vote in national elections and has not
only participated in regional governments regularly but also entered national
government three times (2000-2003, 2003-2005, and 2017-2019) through

coalitions with the centre-right Austrian Peoples Party (OVP).

The party’s success has been based on a strong focus on opposing migration
policies, identity politics and authoritarianism, combined with classical elements of
populism as a ‘thin ideology’ (Mudde 2017). Hence, the party holds a critical stance
towards liberal elements of democracy like representation, the separation of powers,
the protection of minorities and basic rights. Politics, thereby, is seen as a Manichean
battle between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ in which the FPO portrays itself as the sole defender
of the will of the Austrian people against corrupt (political) elites (Wodak 2005).
While the fight against migration clearly has remained its core issue, the party has
taken highly critical positions on measures aiming at fighting climate change or
towards protective measures taken by the Austrian government during the COVID-

19 pandemic (Eberl et al. 2021), among others.

Over the years, the FPO has gone through major crises, leading to party splits
and significant electoral losses (see Figure 1). The party’s successful ‘stock response’
so far has been its further radicalization in terms of its policies and rhetoric
(Heinisch & Hauser 2016), but also in terms of its proponents and their contacts
with organizations that have been classified as ‘extreme right' by the Austrian
Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution like the Identitarian movement
or selected German nationalist fraternities (Bundesministerium fiir Inneres 2023).

By now, the party has also established a quite dense network with other anti-liberal
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populist actors like the Alternative for Germany (AfD) and the French National
Rally (RN), but also Vladimir Putin’s United Russia, with which the FPO even
signed a formal partnership agreement in 2016 (i.e., after Russia’s illegal annexation
of Ukrainian Crimea; Heinisch & Hofmann 2023).

Figure 1. Electoral results of the FPO in national elections 1945-2019 (% vote share)
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Source: Austrian Ministry of the Interior (bmi.gv.at)

During the 2024 EU elections, the FPO was the only populist party represented in
the Austrian parliament. The only other party that might be classified as populist that
ran in the elections was the Democratic, Neutral, Authentic (DNA) list led by a former
physician and anti-vaccine activist, who played an active role in protests directed against
the protective measures taken by the Austrian government during the COVID-19
pandemic. This party, however, was founded just months before the elections, received
hardly any media- and public attention, and failed to win a seat, taking just 2.7% of

the votes. The following report will therefore restrict its focus to the FPO.

The Freedom Party and EU affairs

Due to its German nationalist origins and the resulting denial of an Austrian nation,
the FPO for decades was quite positive about the country joining the EU as a second-
best option given the impossibility of a ‘reunification’ with Germany (Fallend 2008:
2010ff). It was only in 1991 when the party started to take a more critical position
— which in the literature has been interpreted less as an ideological repositioning but

as driven by electoral considerations of its then-party leader Haider, who in 1988 was
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still claiming the Austrian nation was an Ideologische Missgeburt or ‘ideological
monstrosity’ (Frolich-Steffen 2004). As a result, the right-wing FPO, together with
the left-wing Green Party, opposed Austria’s EU accession during the campaign for
the required constitutional referendum in 1994. However, while the Green Party
modified its position soon after the referendum had passed successfully, the FPO
stuck to its negative position, making itself (for most of the 30 years since then) the

only parliamentary party publicly voicing harsh opposition against EU integration.

In line with the FPO’s ideological move from German nationalism to Austrian
patriotism (Frolich-Steffen 2004), its position became even more critical over time.
Until today, the party has never (openly) called for Austria to leave the EU. Sill, it
hailed the UK’s decision in favour of Brexit and, so far, has never rejected the
possibility of a future ‘Oxit’ (Bartlau 2023). Also, the party not only opposes
further integration but calls for the renationalization of decision-making powers to
unwind purported aberrations evoked by both the Maastricht and the Lisbon
Treaties (FPO 2017). In its current party manifesto, the FPO envisages a ‘Europe
of Peoples’, rejecting ‘any artificial synchronisation ... through forced
multiculturalism, globalization, and mass integration’. In the party’s view,
cooperation within the EU must be based on the principles of subsidiarity and
federalism and ‘[t]he basic constitutional principles of sovereign member states

must have absolute priority over Community law’ (FPO 2024a).

The Freedom Party’s 2024 EU campaign

In line with this position, in its 2024 campaign, the FPO repeatedly stated that it
would not aim for an ‘Oxit’. However, it framed the elections as a ‘referenduny
about Austria’s ‘future’ and as a choice between a ‘centralized state’ on the one hand
and ‘sovereignty’ on the other (Kurz, 2024). For this to be achieved, it called for ‘the
EU to shed some pounds’ (“Weg mit dem Speck) by halving both the size of the EU’s
budget and its institutions. As the party’s front runner, Harald Vilimsky, put it:

The smaller the bureaucratic monster in Brussels, the less it is able to

intervene in the lives of European citizens with ever more regulations.

In contrast to what our opponents claim, we dont want to destroy

anything .... We only want to focus European cooperation on the

original idea of the EU, which has long been forgotten: peace, freedom

and prosperity. (Freiheitlicher Parlamentsklub 2024)

According to its electoral manifesto (FPO 2024b), the number of MEPs should
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be cut by half since even the US Congress functions with fewer members, and that,
in any event, the EP does not count as a real parliament (Vilimsky 2023). Moreover,
the idea brought by Hungarian Prime Minister Victor Orbdn to abolish direct
elections in favour of the pre-1979 system of national MPs representing their

member states was seen as ‘definitely worth considering’ by Vilismky (Kurier 2024).

Regarding policies, four topics dominated the party’s campaign: migration, the war
in Ukraine, Climate change and, notably, the COVID-19 pandemic. Amongst those
four, migration was the most important. The FPO rejected the EU’s Pact on Migration
and Asylum and generally any mandatory distribution of asylum seekers across the
EU. Instead, it called for a ‘Fortress Europe’ based on a ‘Pact on Re-Migration’ that
should transform Europe’s human rights framework into a legal system that permits
(a) pushbacks at the EU’s internal and external borders, (b) the denial of asylum to
refugees stemming from non-European territory and (c) extra-territorial refugee
camps, amongst others. While the Israel-Hamas war was scarcely raised as an issue,
the party harshly criticized the EU’s activities in the war between Russia and Ukraine.
It called for an immediate end to financial and military aid to Ukraine, as well as for
the sanctions against Russia to be abolished due to their detrimental effects on the
economy. While the EU was criticized for not trying to find a peaceful solution
faithfully, the support for its policies by the Austrian government was criticized as a

breach of the country’s constitutional obligation of neutrality.

Regarding environmental policy, the FPO demanded a stop to the European Green
Deal, the EU Nature Restoration Law, and the scheduled ban on combustion engines.
Concerning COVID-19, the party called for a ruthless elucidation of the EU’s
allegedly questionable role during the pandemic. Amongst others, it demanded the
disclosure of text messages sent between Commission President Ursula von der Leyen
and the CEO of Pfizer, the pharmaceutical company from which the EU obtained its
vaccinations (Vilimsky, 2024a). More generally, the EU’s COVID-19 policies were
criticized for unjustified restrictions on individual freedoms and for having been
abused to turn the EU into a Schuldenunion or ‘debt union’ (FPO 2024b).

The frames used by the FPO when pushing these claims were located mainly on
the cultural dimension when it comes to questions of migration and the EU’s future
development (see above). Arguments regarding global warming and the war in
Ukraine were framed mainly in economic terms. The party called for Klimapolitik
mit AugenmafS, namely, climate policies with a ‘sense of proportion’ regarding their

economic effect. At the same time, the sanctions against Russia were criticized for
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hurting Austria and the EU more economically than they hurt Russia.

Generally, however, the party’s campaign was based less on arguments than on
evoking negative emotions by using highly alarmist language combined with
rhetoric that portrayed its political opponents on the national level — the OVP, the
Social Democrats (SPO), the Greens and the Liberals — as all being part of an
Einbeitspartei or ‘single political party’ (Vilimsky 2024b), and EU-level actors as
either corrupt, fanatical or insane. For example, on an election poster entitled ‘Stop
the EU-lunacy’, a dystopic photo montage showed Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky and Commission President von der Leyen allegedly kissing each other
intimately, surrounded by scenes entitled ‘eco-communism’, ‘COVID-19 chaos’,

‘warmongering’ and ‘asylum-crisis’ (Figure 2).

Figure 2. FPO Election poster
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The demand side of the EU:
Critical populism in Austria

The FPO’s mix of issues and its communicative strategy turned out to be successful
(Figure 3). First, it increased its vote share significantly compared to 2019 (it should
be noted, however, that the party was hit by a huge scandal — the so-called Ibiza affair
— that led to the step-down of the FPO’s then-party leader and Austria’s deputy
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chancellor, Heinz-Christian Strache and the collapse of the then OVP-FPO governing
coalition just eight days before the election).! Second, and more importantly, for the
first time ever, the FPO managed to end up in first place in a nationwide election.
According to exit polls, the party won votes mainly from the OVP (about 221.000 out
of the 891.000 votes for the FPO) but also from about 100,000 voters who, perhaps
demotivated by the Ibiza affair, did not vote in 2019 (Laumer & Praprotnik 2024).
Despite the win, electoral analyses in the media interpreted the result as slightly
disappointing for the party, as many polls leading up to the election had predicted an

even larger victory and a greater margin over the runner-up, the OVP.

There are three possible explanations for this. First, the turnout rates of FPO
supporters at EU elections have traditionally been lower than in other national
elections. Second, FPO voters, on average, had decided who they would vote for
earlier than supporters of other parties, which might have led to biased polling
results. Third, the second ‘populist’ party running for election, DNA, in many
regards, focused on similar issues and hence provided an alternative to protest

voters who otherwise might have opted for the EPO.

Figure 3. European Parliament election results by party, 1996-2024 (% vote share)
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1. The Ibiza affair concerned a secretly recorded ‘honey-trap video’ published on 17 May 2019,
showing a meeting between Strache and the FPO’s then deputy party leader Johann Gudenus
in Ibiza with the alleged niece of a Russian oligarch in a private villa, where they discussed,
amongst other things, ways of exchanging government contracts for party donations and
positive media coverage through the investment in Austrias largest tabloid newspaper
(Obermaier & Obermayer, 2019).
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Looking at sociodemographic characteristics (Figure 4), the FPO somewhat
underperformed amongst voters below the age of 30. Regarding education, it was
most successful amongst voters who had completed vocational training and least
successful amongst high-school and university graduates. Interestingly, and in line
with preceding regional elections (Salzburger Nachrichten 2024), the once
significant gender gap has shrunk considerably compared to the elections in 2019.
While back then, 26% of men but only 10% of women voted for the EPO, this
time it was 27% of men compared to 24% of women. Amongst voters holding at
least a college degree, the gap even vanished entirely, with 16% of men and 17% of
women opting for the FPO (Laumer & Praprotnik 2024). Amongst others, these
changes may be a consequence of the position the party took during the COVID-
19 pandemic (especially its critique to discriminate restrictions between vaccinated
and non-vaccinated citizens) — which was also found among many (also highly-
educated) women (Die Presse 2021).

Figure 4. Support for the FPO among selected cohorts, 2024 EP elections (% vote share)
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Source: Laumer & Praprotnik, 2024

Looking at voters’ issue preferences shows that, generally, there is quite a
significant demand for EU-critical positions within the Austrian electorate. While
in the 1994 constitutional referendum on the country’s EU accession, a two-thirds
majority voted ‘yes’, approval rates started to drop soon thereafter, and Austrian
citizens have ranked amongst the most critical ones across the EU ever since

(Fallend 2008). As Figure 5 shows, in the Eurobarometer from autumn 2023
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(European Parliament, 2023), Austria not only recorded the highest share of
citizens seeing EU membership as a ‘bad thing’ (22%) but also the lowest share of

those seeing it as a ‘good thing’ (42%).

Figure 5. Attitudes towards EU membership (EU 27)
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The FPO was very successful in attracting these groups. According to exit polls,
84% of its voters see the EU taking a rather negative development and 63% would

even support Austria leaving the EU (Figure 06).

Figure 6. Party voters' attitudes towards the EU (% saying EU going in rather negative direction and in favour of leaving the EU)
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Overall, however, only 4% stated that EU protest was their main reason to vote
for the FPO, while 40% pointed to the party’s issue positions more generally.
Looking at these issues, again, reveals a considerable overlap with the issues the
party pushed in its campaign. Among the issues FPO voters discussed ‘a lot’ before
the elections, ‘migration’ clearly ranks highest (71%), followed by ‘security and war’
(48%), the ‘economy’ (36%), and the ‘Covid pandemic’ (30%), with ‘environment

and climate protection’ clearly lagging behind (20%)

Figure 7. Issues discussed ‘a lot” amongst voters
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Public attention for the elections overall was relatively modest. About eight
weeks before the elections, less than 50% of the Austrian electorate reported
knowing the parties’ lead candidates, and even more stated that they could not
assess their work (Die Presse, 2024). To the extent that the election was an issue,
however, the FPO and its core issues featured quite prominently in the debates. In
the three TV debates® that featured all lead candidates, migration and the war
between Russia and Ukraine were discussed for the longest time (followed by the
climate crisis). Given the singularity of its positions, the FPO was criticized by all
other parties quite harshly in all these debates. This criticism resulted in the FPO
receiving by far the most attention and also allowed the party to (once again)
present itself as the only ‘real alternative vis-a-vis a purported Einheitspartei (‘single
political party’), composed of the OVD, the Social Democrats (SPO), the Greens
and the Liberals. A similar phenomenon can be observed regarding general news

coverage where, for example, the election poster discussed above met with extensive

2. Puls24 (9 May 2024, 8.00pm), OE24 (4 June 2024, 9.00pm) ORF2 (5 June 2024, 8.15pm).
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criticism by journalists both nationally and internationally, pushing attention to the
FPO itself and its political demands even further (Hammerl 2024).

Discussion and perspective

Summing up, the populist radical-right Freedom Party’s run for the 2024 EP
elections relied on well-proven recipes, which the party has been applying highly
successfully throughout the last 30 years. In terms of issues, it focused on culturally
framed topics like EU critique and calls against migration, which it combined with
other issues that have been highly salient amongst the Austrian electorate and on
which the party took a position that was taken by no other (established) Austrian
party like an alleged ‘neutral’ position in the Ukrainian war (which de facto would
result in strengthening the Russian side), and a highly critical position towards
EU-measures to combat the climate crisis. Rhetorically, the party strongly relied on
a Manichean frame, portraying its national opponents and EU-level actors/
institutions as corrupt elites or members of the de facto Einheitspartei. This strategy
seemingly paid off, as the FPO landed in the first place for the first time in a

nationwide election.

Due to this success, there is little reason to expect the FPO to significantly
change its strategy or the policies it prioritizes in the coming legislative period.
Issues like migration, climate change or even the war in Ukraine are unlikely to
vanish soon. And given that EU decisions constitutionally rely on broad centrist
compromises, it suggests that whatever policies EU institutions manage to agree on,
they will always provide ample room for criticism from a populist, radical-right

point of view.

Concerning politics, it will be interesting to see how cooperation with other
populist parties will proceed and develop in the coming term. Notably, the FPO
was one of only two parties of the Identity and Democracy (ID) group that voted
against the exclusion of the AfD due to statements of the latter’s lead candidate
suggesting sympathy for former members of the national-socialist SS just before the
elections. After the elections, the FPO left ID and, together with Hungary’s Fidesz
(which left the European People’s Party in 2021) and the Czech ANO (formerly of
Renew Europe), founded Patriots for Europe (PfE), which most of the other former
ID members have subsequently joined. However, negotiations with the AfD to join

the group failed, leading to the foundation of another new group — Europe of
Sovereign Nations (ESN).
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It remains to be seen how the FPO will position itself in possible future disputes
between and within these groups like, for example, when it comes to their position
concerning the Russia—Ukraine War, where some parties (like the FPO) hold close
ties with Russia, while others see Russia as a security threat to their own country.
Opverall, however, it seems that politics at the EU level play a subordinate role for
the party at large. Owing also to its nationalist agenda, the party probably does not
see the main purpose of EU-level politics as shaping policies in Brussels but rather

leveraging them to increase electoral support at home.
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