European elections: immigration as the main issue

Mainz, June 19, 2024 | Dieter Wermuth

Overall, the political center has held its ground somewhat better than many had feared at
the recent elections to the European parliament, in stark contrast to the ecologists who
suffered big setbacks. Other than five years ago, environmental issues were less of a priority
for voters because people feel overwhelmed by the rapidity of structural change, especially
by high energy prices and the coming end of cars with internal combustion engines. Since
the economy and real household incomes have now stagnated for a long time, it has been
difficult to sell the green transition compared to half a decade ago when the outlook was
more positive. For a large part of the population, structural change without growth and
social fairness looked like a project of the elites and therefore no longer attractive.

This time external and internal security as well as immigration had been the main topics, ie,
the Russian invasion of the Ukraine and the danger that the ,flood” of mostly Muslim
newcomers was a risk for the natives — they were seen as a burden to the social networks,
without contributing to their finances. Right-of-center parties were rewarded not least by
promising more xenophobic policies. Even so, the extreme right has been the main winner of
the elections. They shamelessly used the slogan “Auslander raus!” (let’s get rid of foreigners)
which had been a taboo in the past. In Italy they are heading the government, and in France
they are close.

European population dynamics

net immigration of foreigners population population
2010 - 2021 (in 2023) growth
million % of 20.10 million :a‘ggrgﬁi: ggl;czl,

population %
EU27) 17.6 4.3 420.3 0.2
Germany 5.6 6.9 84.8 0.2
France 2.2 3.4 68.3 0.4
Italy 29 4.9 59.0 -0.1
Spain 11 2.3 47.6 0.2
Poland 0.5 1.4 38.5 0.1
Netherlands 0.8 5.0 17.9 0.6
United Kingdom 2.8 4.4 67.8 0.6
Switzerland 0.8 10.8 8.9 1.0
United States 11.3 3.7 339.7 0.7
Japan 1.4 1.1 123.8 -0.2
*) excluding Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Malta and Romania — **) 2010-2019
sources: OECD, US Census, own calculations ©UR

In all of this it is surprising that in all European countries there is a lack of workers in
important sections of the economy — which can only be resolved by more immigration.
Foreigners are generally less choosy about the kind of jobs they are willing to accept. Think
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of construction work, health and old age care, truck and taxi driving, house cleaning, fruit
picking or various crafts. In a rapidly ageing society, which irrationally refuses to raise the
legal retirement age in lockstep with rising life expectancy, foreign workers are badly

needed.

foreign-born population

and domestic fertility rates

2009

2022

foreign-born population
% of total population

Germany 12.8 16.8
France 11.2 12.8
Italy 9.8 10.4
Spain 13.5 15.6
United States 12.6 14.0
fertility rate

Germany 14 15
France 2.0 1.8
Italy 1.4 1.3
Spain 1.4 1.3
United States 2.0 1.7
ad memorandum:

China 1.7 1.2

Nigeria 6.0 5.1

sources: OECD, UN, own calculations

It is also surprising that the shift to the extreme right has been most pronounced in
countries which severely restrict immigration, as in France, Italy and Poland. Admittedly, the
causality could be running in the opposite direction: because these countries are so
xenophobic, only relatively small numbers of foreigners actually try to immigrate.

immigration relative to the size of the population

immigration” (2022)

net immigration (2022)

million per 1.000 million per 1.000
inhabitants inhabitants

EU27 5.1 11.4 4.1 9.2
Germany 2.1 24.9 15 18.5
Spain 1.3 26.5 0.7 15.3
France 0.4 6.4 0.2 2.7

Italy 0.4 7.0 0.3 4.4

*) Eurostat definition

source: Eurostat, own calculations ©UR

Incidentally, Germany is the European country which has admitted more immigrants than
others, relative to the size of the population, behind Sweden, Austria and Portugal, a sign
that hostility toward foreigners is not yet a mainstream phenomenon. The extreme right
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party AfD, the Alternative for Deutschland, got 15.9% of the vote, whereas the French
Rassemblement National and Reconquéte together were at 36.9%, the Italian Fratelli of
Georgia Meloni and the Lega got 37.8%, Belgium’s Flemish parties 28.5% and the Dutch
xenophobic parties 23.2% (not to mention that Donald Trump can expect almost 50% of the
popular vote in November’s presidential elections).

| am surprised that politicians do so well using anti-immigration strategies. The “old”
establishment of the center has decided to piggyback on the fears and prejudices of the
“left-behind” segments of the population rather than explain to them the obvious
advantages of immigration and make sure that integration into society speeds up. Why are
they so faint-hearted? Foreigners are used as scapegoats for the persistent stagnation of the
standard of living. For a sustainable increase of general welfare it is necessary to promote
employment and boost economic growth, including a positive attitude toward immigration.
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