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The news from Central Europe is alarming. The global economic crisis has slashed regional growth rates, increased unemployment and frozen lines of credit. Countries like Hungary and Latvia have been forced to turn to the International Monetary Fund for emergency assistance, just as (former) Hungarian Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány warns of “a new Iron Curtain” spreading across the continent. While perhaps an exaggeration, economic discontent in Central Europe may indeed produce dangerous political byproducts, including an increase in support for political parties of the far right. The rise of these groups, should it occur, could aggravate the east-west rift in Europe and force harmful policies upon already politically and economically troubled countries.

To be clear, Central Europe is not in danger of turning into a bastion of fascism. Nevertheless, the threat of the far-right is real. Across the region, there are signs that toxic nationalism is combining with economic populism and racism. Far-right groups are well positioned to attract frustrated and dispossessed voters with a three-part message: (1) things have changed for the worse, (2) the country must return to traditional values and (3) globalization and economic integration have caused financial collapse. Many of these groups reserve special scorn for immigrants and minorities such as the Roma – a group frequently blamed for stealing jobs and committing crimes. 

As elections loom, three countries in particular (Hungary, Bulgaria and Slovakia) may serve as political testing grounds for Central Europe’s far-right movements.

The Hungarian Guard is an extreme right paramilitary faction linked to the political party Jobbik. The group’s self-described mission is to “safeguard Hungarian culture and traditions.” Gaining in popularity since 2007, its membership has grown from 56 to several thousand. A poll by Marketing Centrum shows that Jobbik could cross the five percent threshold needed to enter parliament – a first in the party’s history.  

In Bulgaria, recent street protests reflect rising discontent over rampant corruption and slowing economic development. After the last elections, Bulgaria’s ultranationalist Ataka party was the fourth largest in parliament. A new poll from the National Center for Public Opinion Polls indicates that the party’s popularity is growing; at 10 percent, Ataka ranks third among the five parties most likely to enter the next parliament. 

A similar trend is evident in Slovakia.  Resisting the tide of political liberalization that was en vogue during the 1990s, strongman Vladimír Mečiar dominated Bratislava’s political scene for most of the decade. Although he was democratically ousted in 1998, Mečiar still has many admirers. His populist Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) has two ministers in the current governing coalition. Farther to the right on the political spectrum, the Slovak National Party (SNP), which joined the government following the 2006 elections, is also fairly popular. Recent polling by the Median SK agency shows the HZDS garnering more than nine percent of the electorate, compared to the SNP at eleven percent.

Even if they are not a leading force in regional politics, a few far-right groups have clearly achieved some level of political success. Aside from winning at the ballot box, however, far-right movements can spread their message by using newfound popularity to push more moderate center-right parties – and perhaps society at large – further to the right. 

For example, in Hungary, some observers have accused the prominent center-right Fidesz Party of “playing with fire” as it quietly courts supporters of the Hungarian Guard. A similar situation exists in Slovakia. As Michal Vašečka, Director of the Centre for the Research of Ethnicity & Culture in Bratislava points out, “Thanks to [far-right groups], even the political mainstream in Slovakia displays signs of a parochial culture, tribal thinking about the Slovak majority, and non-inclusive policies.” If the trend gains regional traction, center-right parties may try to tap far-right populist sentiments in order to attract new voters.

This points to a compelling question: What would happen if an extremist party gained access to the levers of government in a Central European state? Would it be able to implement its political agenda? One obstacle standing in their way would be the European Union (EU). Brussels wields many checks and balances over national parliaments, particularly through the dispensation of EU structural funds. Moreover, far-right parties are not likely to be the dominant force in a ruling coalition. When they do serve in government, such parties tend to have more powerful governing partners, thereby blunting extreme political platforms.

Austria’s recent experience with the far-right holds some important lessons. Jörg Haider’s Freedom Party (FPO) served as a main partner in the governing coalition from 1999 to 2002. The EU voiced its dismay at the inclusion of the extremist group and boycotted the new government for a few months. While the FPO was able to shape some policy – most notably through tougher immigration laws – its term in government tarnished the party’s anti-establishment, populist image. Eventually, the party had to shoulder some of the blame for unpopular policies and its public support dropped from 27 percent in 1999 to just over 10 percent in 2002. 

If the same holds true for the region’s other far-right parties, further success in parliamentary elections may actually contribute to their demise. Nevertheless, the FPO’s victory is still seen by some as a stain on Austria’s national image. Moreover, the FPO’s policies have led to increased anti-immigration laws and anti-EU sentiment in Austria, something that Central Europe can ill-afford.

It is still too early to tell if the far-right can become a credible political force in the region. However, the current economic and political climate is conducive to extremism. Although the new member states have benefitted from EU structural aid, a targeted economic assistance program would greatly help the region. While some EU members in Western Europe have thwarted the initiative, this policy is needed to stabilize the troubled economic and political environment of this geopolitically important region.
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