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In the past three years from 2015 through 2017, Europe has been confronted by the multiple challenges of terror 

attacks, Greek debt crisis, strains caused by a massive influx of migrants, Brexit and the America First Policy of US 

President Trump. These tensions are generating strong pressures to rebuild the EU. In France, the ambitious centrist 

Emmanuel Macron at the age of 39, staved off the challenge of the far right Marine Le Pen to win a crushing 

victory in the May 2017 presidential election. Macron has been dubbed the third transformative president in the 

footsteps of Charles de Gaulle and François Mitterrand. Macron afterwards laid out his vision for rebuilding the EU 

in a speech at the Sorbonne in Paris. In the German federal election, the CDU/CSU, led by Angela Merkel, plunged 

to 33% of the vote and its coalition partner the center-left SPD, suffered a historic defeat with only 22%. The 

xenophobic nationalist Alternative for Germany conversely rose to become the third largest party in the Bundestag 

with 94 seats and 12.6%. But after many twists and turns, the Macron-Merkel ship has set sail in quest of an “annus 

mirabilis” that will herald a new age in 2018. 
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Introduction 

 

Europe has recently been struggling with the thorny issues of the massive influx of migrants, terror attacks, 
and the Greek debt crisis from 2015 through 2017. In addition, Europe is now also confronted by Brexit and the 
America First policies of the U.S. President, Donald Trump. These difficult challenges have focused attention 
on the series of important elections that took place in the Netherlands, France, and Germany in 2017. 

France was the country which took the initiative in European reconstruction after the Second World War. 
In 1950, then French Foreign Minister Robert Shuman advocated the founding of the European Coal and Steel 
Community. France, Germany, Italy, and the three Benelux countries, namely the Netherlands, Belgium, and 
Luxembourg joined the community in 1951. This war renouncing community marked the first great step toward 
the economic and political integration of Europe leading on to the signing of the Treaty of Rome in 1957 which 
established the European Economic Community. The EEC developed into the EC and then the European Union 
(EU) in 1993. The reconciliation of France and Germany and the Élysée treaty (Franco German friendship and 
cooperation treaty) of 1963 has been groundwork to support the European integration. 

In this context, I wish to consider the ongoing series of elections in major EU member countries in 2017. 
These elections follow Britain’s decision to leave the EU, and the Brexit negotiations are underway. The 
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referendum on whether Britain should remain a member of the European Union or leave was called by then 
Prime Minister David Cameron in June 2016. That decision was triggered by the victory of anti-EU and 
anti-immigrant far right UKIP in the EU’s European Parliament election of 2014, when it defeated both of the 
two major parties, the Conservatives and Labour. The EU has responded cautiously so far to this first ever 
withdrawal from the EU by a member state but the current EU leaders have made it clear that they are 
determined to handle it in a united manner. 

Greek debt crisis (euro-zone debt crisis) which derived from euro crisis in 2009 should also be mentioned 
as reference. This surfaced when the radical left Syriza led Tsipras government was born in the general election 
in January, 2015. Greece which received bailing out from the EU and the IMF had to repay arrears from the 
IMF in June but had no resources to repay them. Facing default and Grexit—Greek withdrawal from the 
euro-zone, Tsipras government eventually accepted EU’s conditions, including the sale of 50 billion euro’s 
worth of national assets, and could receive emergency bailout from the EU. Fear of Grexit has waned 
accordingly. 

US President Trump’s America First Policy has meanwhile overturned various established American 
policies in: (1) his refusal to remain in Paris Agreement on the reduction of carbon dioxide emissions; and (2) 
his withdrawal from TPP agreement. It was also widely feared that Trump’s America First Policy could further 
encourage populist forces in the rest of Europe and have an unwelcome influence on the election. 

 

Table 1  
Major Elections in Europe in 2017-2018 
State Date                               Election 
The Netherlands March 15, 2017 General election  
France April 23, 2017 Presidential election, first-round 
 May 7, 2017 Second round (run-off) 
Germany September 24, 2017 Federal election 
Austria October 15, 2017 General election 
Italy March 4, 2018 General election 
   

The Dutch Election 
Attention in the Netherlands was focused on whether the pro-EU center-right People’s party for Freedom 

and Democracy (VVD) would be able to defend its position as the largest party or be overtaken by the far-right 
Party for Freedom (PVV). The Netherlands has a multi-party system of many small parties and it would be very 
hard for any party there to win an overall majority of the 150-seat Lower House. 

In the event, Geert Wilders’ far-right, anti-immigration and anti-EU party, the PVV, finished second in 
spite of increasing its representation from 15 seats to 20. The center-right People’s Party garnered 33 seats to 
defend its standing as the largest party in the house. Even with 8 seats fewer than its pre-election total of 41, 
this placed it in a position to form a coalition government together with several smaller parties, including the 
Christian Democrats (CDA) and progressive liberal D66. Contrary to the fear that the wave of populism might 
sweep up public opinion across the rest of Europe, the results of the Dutch parliamentary election suggested 
that the populist movements might at last be losing some of their momentum. The VVD, led by Prime Minister 
Mark Rutte, reached an agreement with the CDA, D66 and small, faith-based CU to form a coalition agreement 
in October after lengthy negotiations. 



THE MACRON-MERKEL SHIP SETS SAIL TO REBUILD THE EU 

 

86 

Table 2 
Dutch General Election of March 15, 2017 
Party Party Seats +-(2012) 
VVD Peoples’ Party for Freedom and Democracy 33 -8 
PVV Party for Freedom 20 +5 
CDA Christian Democratic Appeal 19 +6 
D66 Democrats 66 19 +7 
SP Socialist Party 14 -1 
PvdA Labour Party 9 -29 
CU Christian Union 5  
Others  15  

Source: The Economist (2017).  
 

French Presidential Election—Centrist Staved off the Far Right Challenge 
The first round of the crucial French presidential election followed in April, 2017 with the second round 

run-off in May amidst those same, multiple challenges—the massive influx of migrants, terror attacks, Brexit, 
and widespread populist sentiment.  

The election resulted in victory for the independent centrist Emmanuel Macron, who was elected ahead of 
the far-right Marine Le Pen of the National Front. The essential question now for France has become whether 
the new president can revitalize his stagnant and divided nation while also remolding the crisis-ridden EU. 

Macron won the run-off vote with 66 percent versus 34 percent for Marine Le Pen (Ministère de 
l’Intérieur, 2017a). Under the French electoral system, if no candidate wins an overall majority in the first 
round of voting, then a run-off vote is held between the top two finishers. Macron won with a large margin but, 
even so, Marine Le Pen’s share was nearly double the 17.79%, her father had won in his 2002 run-off against 
Jacques Chirac, who took 82.2% that time. Macron’s victory was, even so, hailed by his supporters for holding 
back the rising tide of populism in the wake of the Brexit vote and U.S. presidential election. In the first round, 
Emmanuel Macron had come first with 24.01% of the vote, followed by Marine Le Pen with 21.3%, François 
Fillon (center-right Republican) 20.01%, Jean-Luc Mélenchon (left wing) 19.58%, and Benoît Hamon 
(center-left Socialist) 6.36% (Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017b). 

Macron, a former investment banker and Minister of Economic Affairs under President Hollande ran as an 
independent centrist, neither left nor right. At the age of 39, he is France’s youngest leader since even before 
Napoleon III, who took power at the age of 40. In the 5th Republic, French politics had so far been dominated 
by the establishment parties of the center-left and center right. Macron’s win has ended this decades-long 
tradition. The turnout was 74.56%, with 25.44% abstaining, 6.35% blank ballot papers, and 2.24% declared 
null. The high abstention rate indicates that not all supporters of the traditional mainstream parties transferred 
their backing to Macron and some who did no doubt cast their votes less for him than against Marine Le Pen. 

Even so, the trends of the first and second rounds of voting revealed that the ebbing of support for the 
traditional mainstream parties in France had paved the way not, in fact, for the far-right but instead for an 
independent centrist who lacked political experience but offered strong emotional appeal. 

Macron’s new party, La République en marche (Republic on the Move) won a landslide victory in the 
election for the 577-seat National Assembly. I personally sense that some sort of political revolution is starting 
to brew for the first time since de Gaulle established the 5th Republic in 1958. 
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Today, France is not merely a nation state but also a core leader of the European Union. President Macron 
will assuredly make a determined effort to reinvigorate and reorganize the EU as well as France in tackling its 
multiple crises. His first strong wish was unveiled in his address to the EU-flag-waving, cheering crowd in the 
courtyard of the Louvre Museum. Macron pledged to defend France and Europe. He promised to pull the 
economy out of the stagnation and unite a divided and fractured France. He appeared in front of the crowd to 
the strains of the European anthem, the “Ode to Joy” from Beethoven’s 9th Symphony. Did they feel the first 
stirrings of a new age and the hope that they would soon be able to break the shackles of the past?  

President Macron, pro-EU and founder of the grassroots movement, En marche, was inaugurated on May 
14 and nominated Edouard Philippe (Republican) to serve as his prime minister. He set out two main directions 
for his administration. At home, as the centrist president, he targeted some degree of deregulation, including 
labor market reforms. He is also seeking to boost investment in job creation and support welfare for the 
underprivileged. Macron pledged to reduce unemployment to seven percent. In order to boost growth and 
create jobs, he has to send out new messages that will encourage both foreign and domestic enterprises to invest 
in France. In southern Europe in general, France included, job growth has all too often been achieved simply by 
employing more civil servants.  

French GDP growth is showing an upward trend and rose to 1.7% in the second quarter of 2017, bringing 
it closer to Germany’s 2.1% (Eurostat, 2017a). The unemployment rate dropped to 9.7% in September 2017, 
down from 9.9% in 2016. For three decades now, it has been hovering around the 10% mark. Youth 
unemployment is particularly high, standing at 23.3% among 15 to 24 years old, according to the National 
Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE). The budget deficit as a ratio of GDP has fallen near to the 
three percent limit of the convergence criteria set by the EU. It dropped to 3.4% in 2016, down 0.2% from 3.6% 
in 2015, or by 0.5% from the 3.9% recorded in 2014 (Eurostat, 2017b).  

In regard to reconstructing the EU, Macron is proposing the creation of a common euro-zone budget, a 
euro-zone finance minister, and a euro-zone assembly. I will take up Macron’s idea on the reform of the euro 
zone later when considering the importance of the Sorbonne speech. His proposal is that Europe needs its own 
budget to finance common investments and maintain stability when the zone is confronted by economic shocks.  

In Macron, France may now have found its third transformative president. Like the previous two, Charles 
de Gaulle and François Mitterrand, Macron has the ambition to be more than simply a president (Tiersky, 2018). 
Macron evinces a sense of personal destiny, one that is bound up with his idea of how the 21st century France 
has to be. He has a vision for the profound transformation of the EU into a sovereign, united and democratic 
Europe that will play a crucial role in the international order. 

French National Assembly Election—The Traditional Parties Are Swept Aside 
The election for the lower house of the National Assembly was held in June 2017. France is a diarchy. The 

president has powers to dissolve the National Assembly and appoint and dismiss the prime minster, and also 
controls defense and diplomacy. At the same time, because of the parliamentary system of government, the 
president needs to consolidate his power base in parliament.  

Under the French legislative electoral system, if no candidate wins an overall majority in the first round, 
then those who win more than 12.6% of votes go into the second round to vie for winning the most votes. The 
first round this time was held on June 11 and the second round, on June 18. 
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To push through his ambitious reforms, Macron had to build a majority in the 577-seat parliament. To 
achieve this, he turned the grass-root movement, En marche, into a political party, La République en marche 
(Republic on the Move), as a way to consolidate his power base. Republic on the Move won a sweeping overall 
majority of 308 seats out of the 577. Together with its 42-seat centrist ally, the Democratic Movement 
(MoDem), Macron’s camp garnered 350 seats or 61% of the total (Ministère de l’Intérieur, 2017c). Of the 308 
seats won by Republic on the Move, many were won by young people, women and other citizens with no or 
very little previous political experience. And 39% of the party’s winning candidates were female. This election 
dealt another blow to the traditional mainstream Socialist and Republican parties. The center-right Republicans 
garnered 112 seats. Together with the 18 seats of the Union of Democrats and Independents, this right-wing 
party became the largest opposition group. 

The left-wing Socialist Party suffered a stunning, historic defeat in tumbling from 280 seats won in the 
previous election to only 30 seats this time. President Hollande was the secretary-general of this party. The 
far-right National Front won 8 seats, including one for its head Marine Le Pen. Republic on the Move also 
effectively staved off the challenge from Marine Le Pen. The left-wing La France insoumise (Unbowed 
France), led by Jean-Luc Mélenchon, obtained 17 seats. Macron also secured his power base in the National 
Assembly, where his Republic on the Move and its ally, Modem, won 350 seats or 61% of the 577-seat total. 
This all gives Macron one of the biggest majorities ever enjoyed by any president in the modern French state. 

We also need to look at the patterns of abstention. The abstention rates were 51.30% in the first and 57.36% 
in the second round of voting in the legislative election. That 57.36% was the highest rate of abstention since 
the current 5th Republic was born in 1958. The French newspaper, Le Monde (17 June, 2017), observed that the 
abstentions only kept on growing. The respective rates were 36% in 2002, 40% in 2007, and 43% in 2012. Le 
Monde observed that the elections of 2017 were in fact only a continuation of the trend. It also suggested after 
the presidential election that the reduction of voter mobilization may have been a factor behind the abstentions. 
This surely, at any rate, reflects mixed reactions to the Macron phenomenon. As noted already, Republic on the 
Move recruited many of its candidates from outside the political establishment. They are the young, women, 
and ordinary citizens, and some voters may have struggled to find any candidate who truly represented 
themselves. 
 

Table 3 
National Assembly (Main Parties, Seats, Political Leanings From Left to Right) 
French Communist Party 10 Far-left 
France Unbowed 17 Left-wing 
Socialist Party 30 Center-left  
Radical Party of the Left 3 Center-left 
Ecology/Greens 1 Center-left 
Republic on the Move 308 Center 
Democratic Movement 42 Center 
Union of Democrats and Independents 18 Center to center-right 
Republicans 112 Center-right  
National Front 8 Far-right  
Others 28  
Total number of seats 577  
Source: Ministère de l’Intérieur, Résultats des élections législatives 2017. Author’s assessment of political leanings for reference 
use. 
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German Federal Election―The Ruling Coalition Collapses, Then Reforms 
Following the French national elections, a federal election was held in Germany, Europe’s biggest 

economic power and the other remaining core leader of the EU, in September, 2017. The election attracted 
EU-wide attention with the focus on whether Angela Merkel would be able to govern as chancellor for a fourth 
term and work to reconstruct the EU arm-in-arm with Macron. 

The CDU/CSU alliance led by Angela Merkel plunged to a low of 33% with 246 seats but retained its 
position as the largest party. The Social Democratic Party (SPD)—its two-time coalition partner—suffered a 
sharp fall to 20.5% and 153 seats. This was a stunning, historic loss for SPD unrivalled in the modern state 
counting from the first national election in West Germany in 1949. SPD head Martin Schulz declared an end to 
the grand coalition and led his party into the ranks of the opposition. The CDU/CSU and SPD lost 65 and 40 
seats, respectively, from the previous election (Bundestagswahl, 2017). 

On the right, the anti-immigrant, anti-EU far right Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland) 
obtained 12.6 percent and 94 seats to become the third largest party. The anti-immigrant, anti-EU far right AfD, 
founded in April 2013 by a conservative elite, won no seats in the previous election of September, 2013. 

Before discussing the causes of the mainstream parties’ defeat, I would like to refer to some precursors. 
There was a foretaste of the ebbing of CDU support in a regional election of September 2016 on Merkel’s 
home territory of Mecklenburg Vorpommern, when the CDU fell from second place to third and AfD 
leapfrogged the CDU into second. The SPD won the most seats. This was the first indication at the ballot box 
that the established, mainstream parties were on the ebb and its major cause was Merkel’s generous decision to 
open the doors to a massive influx of refugees from the war-torn Middle East and North Africa. Germany 
received one million migrants under this humanitarian policy in 2015 and this evidently produced a backlash 
from certain citizens, especially in such regions as the former East Germany. 

In December 2015, in Cologne, a number of asylum seekers (migrants) from North Africa were reported to 
have been involved in sexual misconduct against women. In December 2016, in Berlin, a large truck plowed 
into the Christmas market killing 12 people, driven by a Tunisian suspect who is reported to have entered 
Berlin as a migrant during the influx. He was shot dead after being stopped for questioning by Italian police 
near Milan. Against this sort of background, it is easy to conceive how Merkel’s decision to open the doors to 
migrants may have opened the way for a xenophobic nationalist backlash against migrants. 

The SPD’s large losses have been attributed to the invisibility of the party’s policies inside the coalition. 
The impact of deregulation and labour market flexibility may also be cited. These structural changes originated 
in SPD Chancellor Gerhard Schrõder’s labor market reforms (Schröder, 2010), which had the aim of creating 
temporary employment, notably in poorly paid, short-term jobs, to offset the sharp increase in unemployment in 
the former East Germany soon after the reunification of Germany in 1990. Such deregulation and labor market 
reform were necessary in the face of globalization but also gradually widened the gap between the rich and the 
poor, and between unskilled workers and the globalized elite. It is anyhow only natural, of course, for people’s 
political loyalties to shift over time. 

In Germany, structural reform has led to steady growth, lower unemployment and strong export growth 
(Eurostat shows an unemployment rate of only 3.6% in September, 2017, as compared to 8.9% for the 19 
euro-zone members), and budget expenditure in 0.8% surplus, well inside the 3% deficit criterion. Despite this 
strong economic outlook, however, many citizens do feel increasingly aware of the differences between the 
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different types of employment. This tendency is not limited, of course, to Germany. 
Germany is regarded as the most stable and prosperous country in Europe today but the distortions 

triggered by the massive influx of migrants and wave of populism sweeping Europe have become focal points 
of attention. 

 

Table 4  
Main Parties, Seats, Ratios, Political Leanings 
CDU—Christian Democratic Union 200 26.8% Center-right 
SPD—Social Democratic Party 153 20.5 Center-left 
AfD—Alternative for Germany 94 12.6 Nationalist 
FDP—Free Democratic Party 80 10.7 Liberal 
DIE LINK—Left Party 69 9.2 Left 
GRÜNE—Alliance’90/Greens 67 8.9 Green  
CSU—Christian Social Union 46 6.2 Center-left 

Source: Bundestagswahl 2017: Endgültiges Ergebnis.  
 

Let’s now look at how the new government is being formed. As a result of the SPD’s refusal to renew the 
grand coalition in the aftermath of its crushing defeat, Merkel (CDU/CSU) entered talks with the 
market-oriented FDP and the Greens in an effort to form what was called Jamaika coalition, so named after the 
party colors of black for the CDU, yellow for the FDP, and green for the Greens. Those talks, which began in 
November, 2017, broke down after four weeks. 

As those efforts to form a new government came to a standstill, President Frank-Walter Steinmeier next 
called on all parties to work together in forming a new government. He met with both Merkel and SPD head 
Martin Schulz to this effect. On January 21, 2018, the SPD, which had previously ruled out joining hand with 
the CDU/CSU, held a special Party Congress where 56 percent of the delegates voted in favor of opening 
formal talks with Merkel’s CDU/CSU.  

Reports from Berlin promised that if and when talks did produce a formal agreement, all SPD members 
would be asked to approve the final deal by postal ballot. There were, however, 464,000 members and the 
youth wing were against a deal. 

Merkel and SPD head Schulz eventually reached their grand coalition agreement on February 7. Reports 
of internal squabbles continued, however, and Schulz himself suddenly stepped aside. Even so, Merkel’s 
concession of three key ministerial positions—Foreign, Finance and Labour—to the SPD does seem likely to 
secure the deal.  

On March 4, 2018, an SPD official announced that 78% of members had voted and 66% were in favor of 
forming a coalition government and ending the more than five months of wrangling and political vacuum. 
Merkel’s fourth-term government was thus set to sail in March. 

Merkel’s concessions, as I understand, will provide a good occasion for the SPD to help govern the nation 
not as a junior but as a full and equal partner. The big concessions Merkel has made in ceding ministerial posts 
to the SPD will open up the way for it to realize some of its policy aims and present its true face to the German 
people. The party’s acting head, Olaf Sholz, stated in an interview with Der Spiegel, published on February 10, 
that Germany should not dictate economic policies to its euro-zone partners. At that time, Mr. Sholz is widely 
expected to succeed Finance Minister Wolfgang Schaeuble, advocacy of austerity. Hamburg City Mayor 
Sholz’s remark may be indicative of an impending shift in the belt-tightening policy as the SPD now comes to 
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the fore in such matters. That is what Merkel’s painful concessions to the SPD have cost her in order to stay at 
the helm. If the deal fails, the only remaining options will be a minority government or new election. Merkel 
government took office in March and Sholz is now Finance Minister.  

The die has been cast. Merkel’s choice has been to build a coalition with the SPD. In addition to handing 
the SPD the key financial and foreign policy and labor posts, the CDU/CSU has also agreed to a coalition 
blueprint in which Germany supports the ambitious reform drive of French President Macron and the European 
Commission (The African Courier, 2018) 

Germany vows, in close partnership with France, to strengthen and reform the euro-zone sustainably so 
that the euro can better withstand global crises. This suggests a departure from outgoing finance minister 
Wolfgang Schaeuble’s policy of maintaining austerity policy, though both parties have agreed to maintain a 
balanced budget. 

Conclusions 
In the past three years, from 2015 through 2017, Europe has been confronted by the multiple challenges of 

terror attacks, strains caused by a massive influx of migrants, Brexit, and the America First policies of US 
President Trump. Each of these three years could be termed an “annus-horribilis”. Amidst this series of crises, 
much attention became focused on the national elections of two core leading EU member countries, France, and 
Germany. 

In France, the obscure but ambitious centrist Emmanuel Macron won a crushing victory in the presidential 
election at the age of only 39 by staving off the challenge of the far-right National Front and its head Marine Le 
Pen. Macron then hastily assembled his own political party, Republic on the Move and won a sweeping 
majority in the National Assembly election. Macron has been dubbed the third transformative president after 
Charles de Gaulle and François Mitterrand. He was even heralded as “Europe’s Saviour” on the cover of The 
Economist in June 2017. The two traditional mainstream parties both suffered spectacular falls in support. 

The results of the German federal election also produced sharp setbacks for the two traditional mainstream 
parties of the CDU/CSU and SPD, which won 33.0% and 20.5% of the votes, respectively. In particular, the 
SPD suffered its most historic defeat of the post-war era since West Germany was established in 1949. 
Conversely, the nationalist anti-immigrant and anti-EU party, Alternative for Germany, won 12.6% votes 
amidst the rising populist wave swelling across Europe. The grand CDU/CSU and SPD coalition had steered 
the nation and the EU, based on Franco-German partnership for eight years until then. 

Let us consider, then, how these two core nations will now try to rebuild the EU. Two days after the 
German election of Sept. 24, 2017, President Macron laid out his vision for rebuilding the EU at Sorbonne 
University in Paris. His speech de facto depicted the EU as entering a period of profound transformation caused 
by the multiple challenges and the populism now raging through Europe. 

The president detailed his comprehensive policies for reconstructing Europe that would be sovereign, 
united, and democratic. He called for the establishment of a common “intervention force” and common asylum 
agency, and the creation of European universities. Macron said Europe is too weak, slow, and inefficient, but 
Europe also has unique capabilities to act in the world to confront major contemporary challenges. 

Macron proposed that Europe needs its own budget to finance more investment and underpin stability 
when economic shocks arrive. Such a budget must, further, be placed under the strong political guidance of a 
common minister and be subject to strict parliamentary control at the European level. Chancellor Merkel and 
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President Macron met in Paris on March 16 for the first time since Merkel was reappointed. It is reported that 
they agreed to formulate a roadmap of euro-zone reform before the end of June in 2018. This is expected to aim 
at improving the competitiveness of the euro currency zone.  

In the wake of migration, especially, Europe is now embattled by the rise of nationalism and populism. In 
the Austrian general election of 2017, the Freedom Party even became the first far-right party to enter 
government in the post-war period. In Italy’s elections for its two houses of parliament in March 2018, none of 
the three major party alliance was able to win a majority. The country split three ways between the center-right 
allies of Berlusconi et al., anti-establishment Five Star Movement, and center-left led by Renzi. 

The new Macron-Merkel ship has, therefore, set out in quest of an “annus mirabilis” that will herald a new 
age in 2018. 
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