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In late May, voters in the 28 nations of the European Union went to the polls to elect representatives to the European Parliament. The results have raised alarms across the continent. 

The election, held every five years, saw two far-right groups, France's National Front and the U.K.'s Independence Party, capture one-fourth of the seats (175) in the 751-member chamber, reflecting an increasingly frustrated electorate.  
Extremist, fringe parties in the smaller European states—the Golden Dawn in Greece, the Party for Freedom in the Netherlands, Jobbit in Hungary, PVV in the Netherlands, and Italy's Northern League—also made gains.  
The outcome has raised deep concerns about the future of the EU, which was formalized in 1993. Is a structure that has brought the continent decades of peace and prosperity now suddenly in danger?
Historic Move
In the wake of two world wars that took an estimated 70 million lives, the European project, involving both economic and political integration across the continent, was a grand, unprecedented gesture to bind old enemies together and finally end centuries of economic strife, deadly wars, and unimaginable destruction.  During the past decade alone, the EU has doubled its size, taking in former Communist bloc nations like Poland, Romania, and Hungary.  Today the EU includes some 505 million people.
Few have disputed that the EU has been a success in terms of maintaining the peace and integrating European economies. Europeans now can travel thousands of miles across the continent without needing visas or passports or ever encountering a border post. This was impossible before the EU.
But virtually all of the new Parliament members are stridently nationalistic and anti-European Union as well as anti-immigration, and united in their opposition to such EU financial institutions as the IMF, the European Central Bank, and the euro.  
The rise of  far-right, anti-establishment, populist movements most probably has its roots in the continuing eurozone economic troubles,  especially in southern countries like Spain, Italy, and Greece. 
The austerity programs imposed by the European Central Bank have triggered deep resentment, national deficits remain very high, and unemployment stands at 28 million (mostly young people), or more than one-tenth of the workforce. 

The anti-EU parties oppose actions taken by the European Commission and Parliament as unacceptable violations of national sovereignty.  They argue that national governments have failed to protect their citizens against economic and social insecurity and are convinced that the political right has the answer.
Parliament Is Misread
The majority of Europeans appear to be uninformed as to precisely what the Parliament, based in Strasbourg, France, can and cannot do.  Actually, it is not able to initiate legislation, only debate it.  The Union's real power resides in the appointed, Brussels-based European Commission (the governing body of ministers from member nations under a rotating presidency).  There is also an EU Court of Justice. 

The Commission and its agencies have, undeniably, implemented many important initiatives, such as providing huge sums of money to bail out member nations drowning from debt crises and imposing harsh economic sanctions against rogue nations like Iran, Syria, and, most recently, Russia. 

The real importance of the far right's success in the European Parliament elections is essentially symbolic since more than 70 percent of its members remain centrist or left.  What it really represents is a loud wake-up call from an increasingly angry, frustrated, and disaffected citizenry that blames the European Union for many of its troubles. Now that these movements have gained momentum, their leaders are eagerly pointing to the next national elections in their respective countries.  

Disturbing Echoes of an Ugly Past

To ignore or minimize these extremist groups and their potential to gain power may be just as foolhardy as exaggerating their strength and significance. European history is replete with the calamities that such festering resentments and extreme ideologies can portend.  

The demise of the Weimar Republic and the ascendancy of a murderous Nazism regime in a once cultivated Germany during the l930s is perhaps the most horrific example of such dark historic forces.   

Opposition to some policies of the Union and its offspring institutions like the euro, has, it should be noted, also come from the center and left.  A number of economists have targeted the single European currency, arguing that countries like Greece and Spain could have dealt with their debt crises by devaluating their own currencies instead of being locked into the euro. Keynesians have also taken a dim view of most EU austerity programs. 

Meanwhile, Germany, which today continues to be the Union's strongest and most powerful single member, has voiced doubts about the future of the Union as it is now composed. Chancellor Merkel has stated that, if Europe hopes to compete successfully with China and other leaner, more autocratic  Asian powers, it will have to "shrink the state," meaning the European Union.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR BUSINESS:    Only time will tell if the recent success of extreme nationalist parties is a tectonic shift in European politics or a temporary backlash against economic hardships that will dissipate as conditions improve. It is certainly a warning for the continent’s political leaders that their failure to restore economic growth and reduce unemployment has stirred deep resentments, and that the European Union has become the target of much of the anger. The question for leaders—and for anyone doing business in the EU—is whether an effective response can come quickly enough to stem the extremism. 
Editor's Note:  The current 28 members of the European Union, covering an area of l,691,658 square miles, include: Germany, France, the United Kingdom, Italy, Ireland, Spain, Portugal, Poland, Greece, the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Finland, Sweden, Denmark, Cyprus, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, Luxembourg, Slovenia, Slovakia, and Malta.  Turkey, part in Europe and part in Asia, continues to seek to become the next member.  All member nations, according to the Copenhagen Doctrine, must be “politically democratic, respecting human rights and upholding the rule of law.”   
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