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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
The European Conservatives and Reformists (ECR) group has European Conservatives and
emerged as an important player in European Parliament (EP) Reformists; New Pact on
decision-making. Drawing on about 1,300 EP plenary votes from Migration and Asylum;
July 2019 to June 2022, we demonstrate that the ECR group has  radical right; European
§ X . .2 Parliament; National
played an active and often cooperative role in the politics of the Conservatism
EP, albeit not in the policy areas where its national conservative
and soft Eurosceptic ideology comes to prominence, such as
women'’s rights or institutional affairs. We complement the
quantitative analysis with an in-depth investigation of the group’s
position on the New Pact on Migration and Asylum. Our
investigation shows that the ECR group’s unified stance against
migration has often failed to translate into cohesive legislative
actions by its national party delegations, aligning instead with
national interests as defined by these parties.

A key theme of the campaign to elect the 10™ European Parliament (EP) was the poten-
tial majority that would guide the 2024-29 European legislature. Studies and polls (for
example, Cunnigham and Hix 2024) pointed to the significant growth of right-leaning
parties, leading to speculation about the possible end of the ‘grand coalition” between
centre-right and centre-left groups. Such speculation gained credibility also due to the
narrative in the European People’s Party (EPP) manifesto (European People’s Party
2024), which underscored, for instance, the need to reduce “EU bureaucracy” while
opening the possibility for a European convention to reform the treaties and assess
which competencies “should be possibly transferred back” to the Member States (MS).
On migration policy, the EPP called for the externalisation of asylum centres and increas-
ing returns of migrants to third countries. Such positions did not appear too different
from those that the European Conservatives and Reformists (ECR) group had tradition-
ally endorsed: nationalist and conservative on the left-right spectrum, Eurosceptic but
not anti-European on the EU integration dimension (Steven 2016). Although the pro-
EU coalition has eventually remained at the helm of the EU, the groups on the right
of the EP have gained ground. Conversely, in terms of seat share, the ‘grand coalition’
is the weakest ever in the history of the EP.
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This article analyses the position of the ECR group in the previous 9 EP (2019-24).
Such an analysis is warranted for at least two reasons. First, the ECR became an impor-
tant player in European Union (EU) politics, with its member parties successfully con-
testing elections and increasingly becoming parties of government. This was the case,
for instance, for Brothers of Italy (FdI) and the Civic Democratic Party (ODS) in the
Czech Republic, and it was so until recently for the Polish Law and Justice Party (PiS)
and the New Flemish Alliance (N-VA) in Belgium. It is therefore important to under-
stand what the ECR and its member parties stand for, as their positions increasingly
‘matter’ at home and in the EU. Second, our knowledge of the ECR group remains some-
what rudimentary, notwithstanding increasing academic interest in the last few years
(Steven and Szczerbiak 2023; Gaweda et al. 2023; Steven 2023). Empirical evidence is
often derived from case studies and allows for limited generalisation. It is therefore
timely and important to provide a more systematic and wide-ranging assessment of
the positions of the ECR group and its member parties.

Specifically, we combine two different research designs and sets of data. First, by ana-
lysing all roll call votes in the 9™ EP plenary, we map whether the ECR sided more with
the centre-right EPP, or the far-right Identity and Democracy (ID) group; in which policy
areas it was part of the winning coalition; and in which domains it was more (or less)
internally coherent. To put it succinctly, we aim to understand whether the ECR was
part of the winning coalition within the EP, or it was, rather, an ‘opposition’ group.
Although the concept of ‘opposition” should be applied cum grano salis in the context
of EU politics — as, unlike the parliamentary democracies of the MS, there are no
stable government/opposition dynamics — the major political groups do form winning
majorities across different policy areas. Being part of the ‘core’ of the party system
(Smith 1989), albeit in specific issue areas, means shaping the content of policies and
legislation, thus contributing to the ‘governing’ (broadly understood) of Europe.

Second, delving deeper into the ECR to investigate internal tensions between the
member parties, we focus on the issue of migration. This policy area is not only
topical per se, given that migration has been and still is one of the major ‘crises’ faced
by the EU; but also in relation to right-wing parties, given the contradictions posed by
combining nationalist and closed-border positions with the need for transnational
cooperation at EU level. By looking at the critical case of migration policy, we will
better understand whether a common ideology underpins the ECR group, or whether
national positions and internal disagreement resurface when the domestic political
stakes are high.

We begin by offering an overview of the group’s development and the existing litera-
ture on the group’s ideology. Subsequently, we delineate the research design, conduct the
empirical analysis and draw conclusions.

The European Conservatives and Reformists group: from underdog to
significant player in EP politics?

The origins of the ECR group were intertwined with the United Kingdom (UK) Conser-
vative Party’s (also known as the Tories/Tory Party) complicated relationship with the
EU. Established in June 2009 in the aftermath of the 7" European elections (Conservative
Friends of the ECR 2024), the ECR group became the Tories’ new home in the EP, after
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leaving the Group of the European People Party and European Democrats (EPP-ED),"
the main centre-right group in the EP. Seen to mitigate the hardening of positions
about Europe within the party, the decision by the then leader of the Conservative
Party, David Cameron, to leave the EPP-ED to join forces with, primarily, new EU
members from Central and Eastern Europe - notably ODS and PiS - was received
with scepticism and dismissal (Bale et al. 2010). Not only was the Conservative Party
accused of turning its back on former EPP friends, thus relegating itself to an uninfluen-
tial position in Europe, but it was also reprimanded for joining ranks with extreme and
often marginal parties. The cold reception that the Tories” decision received in the UK
mirrored reactions elsewhere in Western Europe (for example, Euractiv 2009), where
the birth of the group was greeted with scepticism at best and outright dismissal at
worst. It came therefore as a surprise that in the 2014 European elections, the second
in which the group fielded candidates, the young group managed to become the third
largest in the EP.

The acquired numerical strength, however, did little to convince many of the group’s
long-term viability, especially considering the 2016 Brexit referendum outcome - a
process that would eventually lead, on 31 January 2020 (the so-called Brexit day), to
the departure of the Conservative delegation. Fifteen years since its inauguration, not
only has the ECR group survived despite speculation about its fate in a post-Brexit EP
(for example, Leruth 2017, 394),% it has thrived, strengthening its profile in terms of
both geographical reach — with the inclusion of parties from Southern Europe — and pol-
itical calibre of the member parties — considering the number of parties with government
responsibilities (see Figure 1).

The lingering scepticism that has accompanied the group’s birth and early years has
contributed, until recently, to attracting limited scholarly attention. Almost a decade
since its foundation, the key concept of Eurorealism, which the group uses to define
its position on Europe, was defined as an “oddly under-studied political notion”
(Leruth 2016, 60). Still, early research, culminating in Martin Steven’s (2020) comprehen-
sive monograph, contributed to a better understanding of the key concept of Eurorealism
and, more generally, the group’s ideology (Cabada 2011; Akbaba 2014; Leruth 2016;
Steven 2016; Leruth 2017). The latter body of literature is probably less known than
the one emphasising the role of pragmatic considerations behind political group’s for-
mation (for example, McDonnell and Werner 2018; 2020), an imbalance that has argu-
ably supported the predominant narrative linking the establishment of the ECR to
primarily tactical and strategical reasons, notably those catering to the UK Conservative
Party’s needs.

Despite an upsurge of interest in the ECR in 2023 (see Steven and Szczerbiak 2023;
Gaweda et al. 2023; Steven 2023) - the year before the elections for the 10t EP, where
the strong rise in seats for forces on the right of the political spectrum was expected

The European Democrats (ED) was a conservative branch within the EPP. From 1999 until 2009, the ED label made it
easier for the EPP to absorb new members not fully aligned with their Christian-Democracy tradition, such as Forza
Italia, the French neo-Gaullists and, indeed, the British Conservative Party (see Kaiser and Mittag 2023).

2Doubts harboured by some regarding the group’s survival in the post-Brexit era seem somehow unjust as they overlook
the significant role played by the Central and Eastern Europe delegations, notably the Polish PiS and the Czech ODS,
long before the group’s formal constitution (see Cabada 2011 for a historical overview of this process). The very con-
ception of the ‘Eurorealism’ term, which lies at the heart of the group’s ideology, can be partly attributed to former
Czech President Vaclav Klaus (Leruth 2017, 391).
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Figure 1. The ECR member parties on economic left-right and EU integration.

Note: Data from CHES (Jolly et al. 2022). EU integration rescaled (1-10); for economic left-right, 10 corresponds to the
most right-wing position. The expert survey was administered in winter 2020.

(Cunningham and Hix 2024) - the ECR is still relatively unknown. Drawing on existing
research and based on new empirical data, this article contributes to filling this gap. In
doing so, it also speaks to the emerging literature on ‘national conservatism’, defined
as “a new paradigm of right-wing politics on a global scale” (Altinors and Chryssogelos
2024, 2). Many key ECR representatives have indeed committed to this movement, as evi-
denced by their participation as speakers at various National Conservatism conferences —
from the ECR group co-chairman, Ryszard Legutko, to the ECR Party President, Giorgia
Meloni.

Before focusing on the ideological position of the ECR, it is worth considering some
theoretical reflections from the most recent literature on comparative party politics. First,
although the classic distinction between ‘hard’ Euroscepticism - as principled opposition
against the EU - and ‘soft’ Euroscepticism - as qualified opposition against the current
direction of integration — maintains its validity, the nature of such positions has changed
over time. As Vratislav Havlik and Vit Hlousek (2024) observed, on the one hand, hard
Euroscepticism post-Brexit is no longer about exiting the EU, but demands a radical
‘reverse gear’ of integration, reverting to simple coordination between MS. On the
other, there is an increased permeability between soft Euroscepticism and moderate
pro-integration attitudes. Positions on the EU are not immutable, and parties move
between them for a variety of reasons (4). Second, while there is generally a strong cor-
relation between Euroscepticism and anti-establishment positions, this is far from being
a perfect association. There are anti-establishment parties that are not Eurosceptic and
Eurosceptic parties which are not anti-establishment (Szczerbiak and Taggart 2024). In
other words, Euroscepticism is not only the “politics of opposition” (Sitter 2001, 22).
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Against this background, Giovanni Sartori’s (2005) concept of “coalition potential”,
which counts political parties that ‘matter’ in a party system, could offer interesting
insights (107-8). In the EU system, the major political groups form different winning
majorities across different policy areas. Therefore, the coalition potential of a political
group in the EP cannot be assessed by its capacity to support a governmental majority
on a stable basis. Yet, understanding their coalition potential more broadly, political
groups have such a ‘potential’ when they are needed in the majorities to win votes on
specific policies. Even a relatively minor group in terms of seats may ‘matter’ if, to
rephrase Sartori, it finds itself in a position to determine, at some point in time, possible
winning majorities. Given the conservative and soft Eurosceptic position embraced by
the ECR, we propose that it may well use its coalition potential to shape EU legislation
and policies, rather than embracing an outright opposition towards the EU and its main-
stream parties. The EPP may also facilitate the ECR’s ‘mainstreaming’, having shifted
more to the right itself, as it is most evident on migration and environmental policies.
In several European countries, EPP’s member parties are in government with, or sup-
ported by, ECR member parties, as in the Czech Republic, Finland, Italy or Sweden
(see Bale and Kaltwasser 2021; Brown et al. 2023).

The European Conservatives and Reformists group: Conservative first,
(soft) Eurosceptic second?

Observing in depth the ideological position of the ECR, there seems to be consensus on
the fact that its Euroscepticism is not driven by principled and anti-systemic hostility, but
by a ‘circumstantial’ opposition to the EU’s direction of travel (Steven 2016, 2020; Steven
and Szczerbiak 2023; for a definition of soft-Euroscepticism, see Szczerbiak and Taggart
2000). This interpretation points at a ‘(very) critical friend’ attitude toward the EU.
Indeed, a recurrent criticism in the ECR’s discourse is directed towards what they per-
ceive as the federalist agenda implemented by the EU establishment, an agenda they
seek to reform — hence the ‘Reformists’ in the name - via the implementation of policies
aimed at de-centralising and democratically enhancing the European polity. A quick
check of the ECR’s official website confirms the centrality of these themes to the
group’s political programme, with slogans such as “Doing less, but better” and
“Cooperation yes! Superstate no!” welcoming those who venture onto their homepage
(ECR 2023a).

However, the ECR’s scepticism does not stop at its disapproval of the EU governance
and direction, also encompassing its policies and core values. Indeed, a great deal of
rhetoric is directed towards the management of the EU’s external border, which, to para-
phrase the group’s co-chairs in the 9™ EP, are not safe and secure enough (Legutko and
Procaccini 2023). Somehow differently from the ID group, whose anti-immigration pos-
itions are informed by racist undertones (notably against non-white, Islam migrants), the
ECR emphasises the links between migration, globalisation and secularism (Steven 2023),
phenomena that they deem threatening to traditional European values, norms and ways
of life. It is important to note, however, that although the ECR group as a whole may
project a more moderate image than the one displayed by the ID on the issue of
migration, some of its member delegations have adopted positions close to the latter.
To cite one example, key members of FdI, including its leader, Meloni, have on occasions
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publicly embraced the ‘ethnic replacement’ conspiracy theory, according to which
migratory pressure in Western countries is the result of a deliberate plan to erase
‘white civilisation’ (Dona 2022, 786). This crucial remark apart, overall the position on
the EU and European integration expressed by the ECR group sets it apart both from
the Eurosceptic group(s) on its right (in the 2019-24 term, the ID group; see Kaiser
and Mittag 2023 for an overview) and from the Europhile group on its left, the EPP.
The group itself adamantly likes to stress this distinction resorting to the Eurorealist
label, whose suffix seemingly conveys a sense of ‘reasonableness’. Using data from the
Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES), Figure 1 illustrates that the ECR national party del-
egations hold diverse opinions on EU integration, while the average position of the group
is between 3 and 4 on the 10-point EU integration dimension.

Yet, it would be hasty to dismiss Eurorealism as a sugar-coated disguise for the
group’s soft Euroscepticism. As Martin Steven makes clear (2016, 1-2; 2020), the
ECR’s ideological essence lies more in its conservativism than its soft Eurosceptic
stance. Deviating from the literature that sees the ECR as a device for chasing votes
and offices (for example, McDonnell and Werner 2018; 2020), Martin Steven and
Aleks Szczerbiak (2023) assert that the group is relatively coherent and its purpose
goes beyond short-term goals - for example, Cameron’s attempt to quell party
infighting over Europe. Accordingly, the soft Eurosceptic positions the party
assumes, such as asking for the repatriation of certain policy-making powers to the
MS, are driven by their faith in “small state conservatism” (587) - their “overarching
raison d’étre” (Steven 2020, 2) — more than their Euroscepticism. Recent international
events confirm the distinctiveness of the group’s position on foreign policy too. This is
centred on a passionate support for the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO)
and the United States (US), and a rejection of the idea of an EU joint military (8).
Again, though, the latter does not translate into principled rejection of European
cooperation, as demonstrated by the group’s approval, in September 2023, of the Euro-
pean Defence Industry Reinforcement through the Common Procurement Act (ECR
2023b), or, more tellingly, by the group’s passionate support for the Ukrainian cause
following its invasion by Russia. On the economic left-right spectrum, most of the
group members adopt a typically conservative pro-market position. However, as cap-
tured in Figure 1, there is considerable variation. This variation is epitomised by the
position of its founding delegations, ODS and PiS, with the former representing a
liberal-conservative position and the latter embodying a social-conservative one that
is more supportive of state intervention.

Still, it is important to qualify the group’s conservatism given its pronounced incli-
nation toward the right of the political spectrum. Using ‘gender’ lenses and critical dis-
course analysis, Barbara Gaweda et al. (2023, 3) describe the ECR group as an ultra-
conservative party that has shifted considerably to the right since the Tories” departure.
In fact, they argue that the label of conservative misleadingly waters down the degree of
social conservatism endorsed by the group, enabling their presentation as ‘respectable’.
Accordingly, this shift to the right is epitomised by the entry of new parties, notably
Fdl, a far-right party born from the ashes of post-fascism and now constituting the
group’s second delegation in terms of both size and political weight (the party holds
one of the two co-chairs within the group and the presidency of the associated Euro-
party, a position occupied by Meloni herself).
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Nevertheless, while both the Tories” departure and the subsequent entry of new far-
right parties were emblematic of the group’s ideological direction of travel, one should
bear in mind that the group’s ultra-conservative positions are confined to specific
policy areas. In their analysis of FdI in the 9™ EP, Edoardo Bressanelli and Margherita
de Candia (2023) demonstrate that the party, which aligned with the majority of the
ECR group in 91 per cent of final votes from 2019-22, showed a remarkably high
voting agreement with the EPP group (74 per cent), while agreeing with the group to
its right, the ID, in 53 per cent only of final votes. Still, when it comes to areas that
touch on socio-cultural issues placed on the ‘GAL-TAN’ (Green, Alternative and Liber-
tarian vs. Traditional, Authoritarian and Nationalist) scale, such as EU constitutional
matters and identity issues pertaining to sexuality, gender and family subjects, the pos-
ition taken is, indeed, very much to the right. This is captured in Figure 2, which plots
the group and its delegations on two axes: ‘multiculturalism’, which can also be used
as a proxy variable for their stances toward migration; and ‘GAL-TAN’. Clearly, both
the group as a whole and most of its party delegations are located at the upper end of
both axes, indicating a typically (far) right-wing position. This stance is reflected in
the group’s religious leanings. Currently constituting the louder voice in the EP in
defence of traditional Christianity, the ECR (and, in particular, PiS) considers the
latter an expression of European identity and a quintessential element of nationhood
(Steven 2023, 334). This stance transfers into the fight against the socially liberal
values allegedly pursued by the EU around personal identity and social issues (335).

All in all, the literature review and the complementary graphs suggest that the ECR
group constitutes a soft-Eurosceptic, (very) conservative group.
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Figure 2. The ECR member parties on multiculturalism and the GAL-TAN dimension.

Note: Data from CHES (Jolly et al. Forthcoming). For GAL-TAN and multiculturalism, 10 corresponds to the most TAN and
the least multicultural position. The expert survey was administered in winter 2020.
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Research design

To address our research question, we combine quantitative and qualitative data. To start,
based on the analysis of all final plenary votes on both legislative and non-legislative dos-
siers in the period between July 2019 and June 2022, we assess the voting coalitions and
internal cohesion of the ECR group. The earliest votes included in the dataset are the
plenary votes on 15 July 2019 - the first plenary of the newly constituted EP after the
2019 EU elections - and the latest ones are the plenary votes on 9 June 2022. We are
thus able to cover three years of plenary sittings, with a total of 1,223 final votes,
which we extracted from the VoteWatch dataset created by Simon Hix et al. (2022).
According to Rule of Procedure 188 of the EP, all final votes are by roll call, differently
from the other (previous) votes which could be by a show of hands, an electronic vote or
- if requested in writing by a political group or by at least one-twentieth of MEPs (Rule
190) - a roll call. Moreover, final votes provide us with the position of the group - in
favour, against, or abstaining — on the whole text, rather than on parts of it (that is,
amendments).

We complement the quantitative analysis with a qualitative focus on migration.
Migration is the primary responsibility of the Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice
and Home Affairs (LIBE) in the EP. As highlighted below, the ECR group demonstrates
significant cohesion on such matters. However, the scope of this policy area extends far
beyond migration alone. Therefore, a qualitative approach clarifies how the group
behaves on the specific facet of migration. Considered as one of ‘Europe’s crises’
(Hooghe et al. 2018), migration represents a crucial issue both per se and, specifically,
for the analysis of the ECR, a group that consists of nationalist, anti-migrant parties.
Drawing on key committee and plenary votes, as well as on declarations from ECR
representatives and official documents, we focus on the New Pact on Migration and
Asylum of the EU, which was voted on by the EP plenary in April 2023 and 2024
(being therefore outside the scope of the quantitative analysis conducted below).
Due to the ideological tensions that may arise when nationalist parties engage in trans-
national cooperation, the Pact can be considered a seminal case study for delving into
the behaviour and policy positioning of the ECR group. Anti-immigrant parties
belonging to the same political group in the EP are, indeed, confronted with conflicting
interests on the matter of migration because, while on paper they may agree on the need
for a tough approach to migration, their factual policy position may be dictated by their
country’s circumstances, such as those concerning national interests and public
opinion. Arguably, political parties from external borders’ countries can be expected
to be more supportive of EU policies purporting common migration management.
Conversely, parties from countries that are only marginally touched by the migratory
phenomenon can be expected to take on an adversarial position to any responsibility-
sharing proposal in the field of migration. Such conflict seems captured by the opinions
presented to the LIBE committee in 2021 by the Hungarian, Italian and Slovak parlia-
ments on the alleged non-compliance of the EU Commission’s proposal with the sub-
sidiarity principle. Tellingly, while the Slovak and the Hungarian parliaments ground
their cases on the perceived violation of national sovereignty, a stance that is plausibly
common among Visegrad countries, for the Italian Senate the level of EU intervention
is deemed insufficient.
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The ECR: Voting agreement and cohesion in the 9*" EP

By analysing all final votes, we calculate the voting agreement - that is, when the majority
of any two political groups vote in the same way (in favour, against or abstaining) -
between the three political groups on the right of the EP policy space in the 9™ EP.
Figure 3 shows that the EPP and the ECR group vote together in more than 70 per
cent of the (final) votes. Both the agreement between the ECR and ID, and that
between the EPP and the ID, were considerably less frequent. The alliance between the
two most right-wing groups occurred in about 50 per cent of the votes; even less frequent
was the convergence between the EPP and the ID, taking place in about 40 per cent of the
votes. This finding is well worth highlighting, as it shows that the two groups placed at the
far-right of the policy spectrum tend to vote differently. In particular, the EPP tends to
vote more with the ECR, rather than with the ID, by about 30 percentage points. This was
significant in a context where there was a very large share of lopsided votes and, there-
fore, cross-party agreement (Bowler and McElroy 2015). This shows that the groups on
the right of the EPP cannot be considered ‘in-block’, as they have a different ‘coalition
potential’.

To delve deeper into the behaviour of the ECR group, Figure 4 breaks down its voting
behaviour by policy area (or, as in the vertical axis in the figure, by the responsible com-
mittee in the EP). Was the ECR part of the winning majority and, if so, in what policy
areas? Incidentally, it should be remembered that the Ursula von der Leyen’s Commis-
sion was supported in 2019 by a grand-coalition including the EPP, the Socialists &
Democrats (S&D) and the Renew Europe groups, with only some members of the
ECR voting for the President (by secret vote) on 16 June 2019, and that a majority of
the ECR endorsed (by roll-call vote) the whole Commission on 27 November 2019.
The figure shows that the ECR found itself more frequently ‘in opposition’ in six
policy areas only. These were, starting from the bottom of the figure, gender, develop-
ment, institutional affairs, employment, economic and monetary affairs, and justice
and home affairs. In the case of gender, the ECR had a principled opposition, as it is
seldom in agreement with the majority in the EP. In the broad policy areas covered by
the Committee on Economic and Monetary Affairs (ECON) and LIBE, the ECR voted

100%
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Figure 3. Voting agreement between the (centre)-right political groups.
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Figure 4. The ECR and winning majorities in the EP.

Note: AGRI - Agriculture; IMCO - Internal Market and Consumer Protection; TRAN — Transport; INTA — International Trade;
CONT - Budgetary Control; FISH - Fisheries; REGI — Regional Affairs; BUDG — Budgets; AFET — Foreign Affairs; ITRE — Indus-
try, Research and Energy; JURI - Legal Affairs; PETI — Petitions; ENVI — Environment and Public Health; CULT - Culture and
Education; LIBE — Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs; ECON — Economic and Monetary Affairs; EMPL — Employment
and Social Affairs; AFCO - Constitutional Affairs; DEVE — Development; FEMM — Women's rights and Gender equality.

against the majority in about half of the votes. However, in the other policy areas and
particularly on regulatory domains such as agriculture, the internal market and transport
policy, the ECR was almost always part of the winning coalition. A very high agreement
was also noticeable in foreign affairs and budgetary policies. This shows that it was not
only in more technical and arguably less salient policy domains that the ECR finds itself
siding with the winning majority.

So far, we have looked at the voting behaviour of the groups, observing how a majority
of their MEPs voted. Of course, this means that the more cohesive the groups were, the
more meaningful the calculation is. If groups were regularly and heavily divided, the
majority position would not really represent the group’s position but, rather, that of
the national party delegations that happen to be on the majority side. In what follows,
we therefore focus on the voting patterns within the political groups and, specifically,
within the ECR. To do so, we have calculated the voting cohesion of the groups, based
on the Agreement Index (AI) as in Hix et al. (2007, 91).> The Al equals 1 if all group
members vote the same way and 0 if MEPs are equally divided among the three
voting options. Figure 5 shows that the groups were clustered in three categories.
First, the G-EFA, the S&D, the EPP, and Renew Europe all have cohesion scores — on
final votes — above 0.9. This means that they were all very highly cohesive and recorded

3The Al is calculated — using the number of votes (Yes, No, Abstain) in a given parliamentary vote for a political group i -
as follows: Al; = {max (Y;, N;, A) — %2 [(Y/+Ni+A) — max(Y;, N;, A)l }/ (Yi+N+A).
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Figure 5. The voting cohesion of the political groups in the 9™ EP.

on average only a handful of defections from the group’s line. The second category was
represented by The Left and the ECR groups, whose Al is between 0.75 and 0.81. Within
such groups, it was not uncommon to observe MEPs or party delegations voting differ-
ently from the majority. Finally, the ID group’s AI was just above 0.6, making it the least
cohesive group in the 9™ EP (and, incidentally, confirming the difficulties faced by the
most right-wing parties in finding common policy positions. See Diermeier et al. 2021).

Looking inside the ECR group (Figure 6), the group was never fully cohesive in any
policy area. Yet, there are some areas where its Al was close to, or above, 0.8: transport
and tourism, fisheries and, more surprisingly, the broad set of policies under the remit of
the LIBE committee (including migration). Instead, its overall cohesion was close to, or
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Figure 6. The voting cohesion of the ECR by policy area.
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Table 1. Overview of the national delegations in the ECR group in 2024 (at the end of the 9" EP).

Currently in government in national arena?

No. of Joined (Years indicate previous government
Party name Country MEPs group in experience)
Law and Justice Party (PiS) Poland 25 2009 No (2005-07; 2015-23)
Brothers of Italy (Fdl) Italy 10 2019 Yes (2022-)
Civic Democratic Party (ODS) Czech 4 2009 Yes (2021-) (1992-96; 2006-10)
Republic

Vox Spain 4 2019 No
New Flemish Alliance (N-VA) Belgium 3 2014 No (2014-18)
Sweden Democrats (SD) Sweden 2 2018 Yes (2022-, ‘Confidence and Supply’ deal)
Bulgarian National Movement Bulgaria 2 2014 No (1997-2001; 2017-21)

(VMRO)
Sovereign Poland (known as Poland 2 2019 No (2015-19)

United Poland until 2023) (SP)
Finns Party (PS) Finland 1 2014 Yes (2023-) (2015-17)
Folklistan Sweden 1 2024 No
Alliance Germany (BD) Germany 1 2021 No
Croatian Sovereignists (HS) Croatia 1 2022 No
Dutch Reformed Party (SGP) Netherlands 1 2014 No
Electoral Action of Poles in Lithuania 1 2009 No (2000-01; 2012-14; 2019-20)

Lithuania (LLRA-KSS)

Freedom and Solidarity (SaS) Slovakia 2014 No (2010-12; 2020-22)

1
Greek Solution (EL) Greece 1 2019 No
JA21 Netherlands 1 2021 No
More direct democracy (EAFD) Netherlands 1 2021 No
National Alliance (NA/LNKK) Latvia 2 2009 No (2011-23)
Reconquest (R!) France 1 2024 No
Romanian National Romania 1 2023 No

Conservative Party (PNCR)
Note: As of May 2024. Three independent members not included.

under 0.6 for international development and internal market policies.* Of course, the
behaviour of the largest national party delegations had a huge impact on overall cohesion
scores. Within the ECR, the Polish PiS and the Italian FdI together account for more than
half of the MEPs shaping, to a large extent, the policy position of the group. Yet, their
voting agreement was close to 90 per cent and there was not a single policy area
where they disagree more than they agree.

Finally, restricting our focus to those national delegations with at least 3 MEPs - PiS,
FdI, ODS, Vox, the Sweden Democrats and N-VA (Table 1) - we can appreciate to what
extent they were internally coherent. Figure 7 indicates that the national party del-
egations were in general more cohesive than their transnational group. There was
hardly any national party, in any policy area, with an AI below 0.8 (as a reminder, the
AT for the ECR is 0.76). The national party delegations cluster in the highest fifth percen-
tile, between 0.95 and 1. Aside from some individual outliers, the only area where the
spread was higher was that of employment and social affairs. Such an analysis
confirms that the position of the ECR group depended on the agreement of the national
party delegations, which are highly cohesive and the primary reference point for MEPs.

“Until 31 January 2020 - or ‘Brexit day’ — a small contingent of 4 Conservative MEPs was part of the ECR group. In Decem-
ber 2019, for less than two months, they were joined by 4 MEPs elected among the ranks of the Brexit Party. Comparing
the mean Al of the ECR group with or without the British Tories, changes are very small, almost negligible, in most
policy areas.
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Figure 7. The voting cohesion of the largest national delegations (at least 3 MEPS) of the ECR.

Do national interests trump transnational cooperation in the EP? The ECR
and the New Pact on Migration and Asylum

September 2020 and April 2024 marked crucial months in the EU’s approach to
migration, as it was when, respectively, the European Commission proposed the New
Pact on Migration and Asylum, and the EP majority gave it the green light. Designed
around the assumption that migration is a common European challenge and that the
obligation for managing migrant arrivals should not fall solely on the countries of
first-entry, the pact introduces an enhanced asylum and migration management
system in Europe that encompasses pivotal policy areas, from asylum and return pro-
cedures, to the enhancement of Schengen security through the European Asylum Dacty-
loscopy Database (EURODAC), and relations with third countries (European
Commission 2024). The proposal’s groundbreaking nature lies in its foundational prin-
ciples of solidarity and shared responsibility. In a borderless EU, MS are collectively
responsible for managing migration by virtue of the solidarity principle at the heart of
EU membership. These principles are far from being mere rhetorical devices. Breaking
with the Dublin III Regulation,” the Asylum Migration Management Regulation is
centred around a compulsory contributory system whereby MS may be asked to help
first entry countries facing overwhelming migratory pressure. Contributions may

*The EU Dublin Ill Regulation designated the responsible MS for asylum claims primarily based on the principles of the
first country of entry and family connections. The first-entry criterion was often criticised by border MS, and particularly
by anti-migrant parties within those states, for its alleged disproportionate impact on their migration and asylum
systems.
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range from operational assistance, to accepting relocated asylum seekers and assuming
responsibility for repatriation operation.

Consistent with these expectations, the ECR majority — which comprised mostly of
delegations from states seldom constituting initial points of entry for migrants and
asylum seekers — rejected the principle of solidarity and responsibility-sharing set out
in the Commission’s proposal and approved by the LIBE committee. On 20 April
2023, during the Strasbourg plenary debate, Swedish MEP Charlie Weimers, speaking
on behalf of the ECR group, denounced the proposal’s “forced solidarity” principle
and its alleged inability to tackle illegal migration at its roots by embracing what they
call “mass migration” (European Parliament 2023c). Arguing that the “pact’s solution
is to force Member States to accept migrants against their will” and that “we do not
accept migrant quotas dictated from Brussels” (Ibid.), the ECR clearly lamented what
they considered to be a violation of MS’ sovereignty. This position appears in line
with the ‘small-state conservatism’ stance dissected earlier, which questions the legiti-
macy of EU action in certain policy domains. Their soft-Eurosceptic/Eurorealist
approach - that is, being in favour of integration but not as currently conceived — was
testified by Spanish VOX MEP, Jorge Buxade Villalba, acting as the rapporteur of the
Recast Regulation on EURODAC. Furthermore, the ECR group declared itself “ready
to cooperate on delivering future-proof solutions” - a formulation that seemingly com-
municates a sense of ‘pragmatism’ and, in their eyes, ‘responsibility’. One of these alleged
‘future-proof” solutions was the relocation of “the entire asylum system to third-country
reception centres” (Ibid.).

The ECR website offers further insight into the group’s stance, starting from the very
framing of migration as a matter related to “Safeguarding citizens & Borders” - a framing
centred on the association between migration, national security and, therefore, crime
(ECR 2023c). The purported connection between security and migration was behind
the group’s favourable stance toward some degree of EU intervention, such as consolidat-
ing the joint protection of the bloc’s external borders and enhancing the EU’s external
dimension as a preventive measure against migration. However, the group clearly
expressed its opposition to any attempt to replace voluntary cooperation with a compul-
sory contributory system.

Allin all, the ECR’s position on the New Pact on Migration and Asylum seemed clear:
it shall not pass. Yet, were there any internal nuances in the positions taken by its national
delegations? The analysis of the roll call votes in the LIBE committee and the EP plenary,
summarised in Table 2, partially supports our working hypothesis: when a highly salient
matter like migration is at stake, national interests do trump transnational cooperation
within the ECR.

By examining the ECR’s behaviour on the 10 files comprising the Pact, a division on
geographical lines, with PiS on one side and FdI on the other, emerges clearly. The fact
that these are the parties holding the two co-chairs clearly highlights the group’s inner
tensions on the issue of migration. Consistent with its nature of nationalist, anti-
migrant party from a country less affected by migratory pressure, PiS, the biggest ECR
delegation, said ‘No’ to all files, including the three concerning the screening of third-
country nationals and the establishment of biometric and conviction databases (no. 1,
2, 3 in Table 2), which were instead approved by a majority within the group. This div-
ision was well captured by the speeches delivered during the April 2024 plenary session.
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Speaking on behalf of the ECR group, Italian MEP Nicola Procaccini affirmed: “Improv-
ing the current situation: this is the only reason to vote in favour of some of the regu-
lations in the new Pact. A few steps in the right direction, few but important”
(European Parliament 2024c). However, these words would be soon contradicted by
Polish MEPs from PiS and SP, who argued that the “migration pact does not solve any
problems” and labelled it as “a love letter to human traffickers” taking “money from
countries like Poland” (Ibid.).

As for Meloni’s party, it often featured among the rebels. Remarkably, FdI voted in
favour of the controversial ‘Addressing Situation of Crisis and Force Majeure File’ (no.
5), which prescribes solidarity measures to aid MS under significant migratory pressure
- a situation Italy often finds itself in. As a FdI MEP commented following the vote, Italy
has “a maritime border” and so national delegations have “different sensitivities” (Carlo
Fidanza, cited in Maggi 2024). After all, the FdI leader herself had welcomed the New
Pact as a step forward following the April 2023 plenary, despite stressing the need for
more action on the external dimension to stop ‘illegal’ migrants from coming in the
first place (Meloni 2023). This position was echoed by the ECR group co-chair and
fellow party member following the conclusions of the European Council meeting of
29-30 June 2023. Procaccini (2023) remarked that while “the solution is not the reloca-
tion among European states” but rather “[stopping] departures from Africa”, the pact
represented “the first step in the EU’s long journey to tackling illegal migration”. There-
fore, while being a distinctively anti-immigrant party,® FdI’s voting behaviour in the EP
was arguably influenced by its status as the largest party in the government of a country
that faced intense migratory pressure and where the public demanded a better and higher
involvement by the EU in the management of borders and migration.

The stark contrast between the Polish and Italian delegations was further captured by
the (non-binding) referendum on the EU migration policy called in August 2023 by
former PiS Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki. When asked in a referendum
whether they supported “the admission of thousands of illegal immigrants from the
Middle East and Africa, in accordance with the forced relocation mechanism imposed
by the European bureaucracy?”, nearly 97 per cent of Polish voters, or about 11
million people (with a turnout of 41 per cent), answered ‘No’ (National Electoral Com-
mission 2023).

Opverall, the qualitative analysis reveals that the ECR group’s unified stance against
migration failed to consistently translate into cohesive legislative actions by its del-
egations. This discrepancy was exemplified by the limited internal cohesion on the
New Pact on Migration and Asylum and by the contrasting positions taken by the
group’s two largest delegations, when FdI endorsed European solidarity in managing
migration and asylum in situations of crisis and PiS opposed the Pact altogether. We
argue that these intra-group divisions were primarily driven by national interests and
the varying degrees of exposure to migratory trends within each country. Increased trans-
national cooperation apart, the national hat continued to be the one ECR MEPs treasured
the most.

®Incidentally, a remarkable total of 140 amendments on the Asylum and Migration Managing Regulation (procedure no. 4
in the table) were presented by the ECR co-chair.
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Conclusion

The analysis of about 1,300 final votes in the EP plenaries (from July 2019 to June 2022)
reveals that, despite the notable exceptions summarised below, the ECR group played an
active and often cooperative role in the politics of the EP. First, our data shows that the
ECR found itself in agreement significantly more with the EPP (in more than seven votes
out of ten) than with the ID group (only half of the votes). Second, the ECR was part of
the winning majority - shaping legislation or defining the EP’s position through resol-
utions - in more than 70 per cent of the votes. This is an important finding as it
shows, ahead of the 2024 EP elections, that the ECR has already been closely cooperating
with the ‘grand coalition’ in a broad array of policy domains. In other words, there was
evidence of clear differences between ECR and ID, the latter being a principled Euroscep-
tic group and the former critical but not in principle opposed to EU integration and/or its
policies. The label of soft-Eurosceptic - or, as they put it, Eurorealist — seems, therefore,
appropriate. It follows that a more structured agreement between all groups on the right
seems unlikely. On the one hand, the EPP and the ID groups found themselves on the
opposite side in most votes; on the other, the agreement between the ECR and the ID
groups was tenuous. In addition, our analysis indicates that the voting cohesion of the
ECR was lower than that of the largest political groups, but higher than that of the ID
group. Its national delegations were, instead, internally very cohesive.

Taking stock of the above, what are the prospects for the ECR in the 10™ EP regarding
its ‘coalition potential’? The possibility for the ECR to form policy coalitions with the EPP
was repeatedly tested in the 9™ EP and, consequently, may gain further traction in a more
right-wing Parliament. Whether this will give the group leverage to infuse their Eurore-
alist positions — rooted in a preference for minimal state intervention and social conser-
vatism - into key policy areas, from environmental policies to possible EU treaty reforms,
remains to be seen. Based on the evidence discussed here, we expect the ECR’s ‘coalition
potential’ to fluctuate across policy areas, depending on (i) their distance from the EPP’s
position and (ii) internal divisions.

Concerning the former, while the degree of agreement with the EPP was remarkably
high in 15 out of 21 policy areas, the ECR’s cooperative behaviour waned when it came to
constitutional affairs, international development and gender issues. This is unsurprising
given the deep connection of these three policy areas — whose remit ranges from the rule
of law to reproductive rights, from gender identity to humanitarian aid - to values and
priorities that do not align with the ideology of the ECR member parties. The latter very
often opposes the EP majority on these policy matters, frequently challenging the politi-
cal and legal supremacy of EU law. They do so not just due to formal reasons, believing
these issues fall under national jurisdiction but, more fundamentally, because of the
innate tensions with the group’s worldview: a traditionalist — some would say retrograde
— perspective that clashes with the core principles of cultural, social and political liberal-
ism underpinning the EP majority’s stance on these issues.

As for the latter point, our assessment of the group’s position on the New Pact on
Migration and Asylum suggests that tensions are likely to arise when the issue at stake
affects the member parties differently depending on their (perceived) national interests.
Analysing the voting behaviour of the party delegations of the ECR at the committee level
and in the EP plenaries, we have captured significant differences between its largest
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delegations. The New Pact was welcomed as a considerable improvement of the status
quo by the Italian PM and FdI leader (and ECR Party President), while being very nega-
tively received by the former Polish PM and PiS leader. Thus, the cohesion of the ECR
party did not withstand the (tough) test of a highly salient and divisive legislative
package regulating migration in the EU, with its two largest national party delegations
taking different positions. Given the quintessentially nationalistic identity of the ECR’s
member parties, we can expect similar internal quarrels to arise in the 10™ EP legislature.

While several questions remain regarding the future EP balance and the ECR’s pos-
ition on the cooperation-opposition spectrum, it seems safe to assume that the ECR
has come a long way since its dubious start. Starting as Cameron’s underdog, the
group has become important not just in European politics but also in the politics of
the MS, given the number of its members with current or past government responsibil-
ities. Whether this is a testament to the strength of the new ‘national conservatism’ para-
digm is something worthy of further empirical analysis. Such analysis could draw on
qualitative data, such as interviews with ECR members and ethnographic observations,
to gain deeper insight into the tactical and strategical motivations behind the voting
behaviour of ECR members. It could also consider other fundamental issues, such as
rule of law violations and breaches of fundamental EU values, to investigate to what
extent ECR members are cohesive, in the name of national sovereignty defence, in resist-
ing the EU’s sanctioning approach on this matter. What is certain is that studying the
behaviour of the ECR in the EP provides indeed a very insightful illustration of the
nature and potential future developments of (national) conservatism in Europe and
beyond.
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