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Crisis of Confidence
and a Disoriented

Centre

The Growing Success of Right-Wing Populists Is
Exposing Democratic Deficits in Romania
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In a Nutshell

Romania is undergoing a profound political shift. The
established parties of the PSD, the PNL, and the USR
are losing trust on a massive scale, while the right-wing
populist AUR is emerging as the dominant force. The
success of the AUR is based on nationalist narratives,
anti-system rhetoric, and skilful use of social media that
breaks with traditional campaign patterns.

Polarisation has a strong sociological dimension. The
AUR achieves its highest scores in rural regions and
among less educated voters, while urban and academic
milieus tend to support the PNL and USR. Age and gen-
der differences further reinforce fragmentation, with the
PSD performing particularly well among older voters.
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A growing factor is the diaspora, which is becoming
increasingly politically mobilised and often responds
strongly to populist candidates in elections. The AUR’s
online campaigns reach this target group particularly
effectively and underscore the strategic importance of
digital platforms.

The political centre is facing a crisis of confidence. In
order to curb the rise of radical forces, Romania needs
transparent governance, visible reforms, and commu-
nication that conveys security, dignity, and credible
prospects for the future. Without convincing answers,
democratic erosion looms.
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For almost two decades, Europe has been living
in crisis mode: a financial crisis, the pandemic, a
war in the neighbourhood, energy and inflation
shocks, as well as fears related to migration and
technological acceleration. These ongoing cri-
ses have reshaped the political landscape: Tra-
ditional centrist parties are losing ground, while
populist and radical forces are growing. Romania
is following this pattern with some delay, but with
similar dynamics.

Romania’s austerity course in response to the
2008 financial crisis damaged trust in political
elites because many people felt that the bur-
dens were not distributed fairly across society.
After 2020, the pandemic, inflation, and the
war in Ukraine intensified social fatigue as
well as the already-latent distrust of the “sys-
tem” - a diffuse term referring to opaque power
networks that are perceived as undermining a
democratic order based on the separation of
powers. The consequence: The Social Dem-
ocrats (PSD)?, the National Liberals (PNL; a
member of the European People’s Party), and
the reform-oriented USR have lost substan-
tial credibility, while the right-wing populist
Alianta pentru Unirea Roménilor (Alliance
for the Union of Romanians; AUR) and other
radical parties have gained strength. In the par-
liamentary elections of 1 December 2024, the
AUR became the dominant far-right force, win-
ning 91 of 464 seats. Today, at the beginning of
2026, a grand centrist coalition governs under
President Nicusor Dan and PNL Prime Minis-
ter Ilie Bolojan - theoretically an “expanded cen-
tre”. However, polls have for some time placed
the AUR clearly ahead, at around 40 per cent.
Further, smaller far-right parties are adding to
this trend.
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Who are the right-wing populist players
in Romania, and what is their strategy?

The largest party with a right-wing populist
profile is the AUR. In 2025 polling, it hovered
at around 40 per cent. Its candidate and party
leader, George Simion, received 46.4 per cent
in the second round of the presidential election
in spring 2025 - after having received just under
41 per cent in the first round. Although Nicusor
Dan ultimately clearly won, with 53.6 per cent,
having secured only around 21 per cent in the
first round,? Simion’s strong lead in the initial
vote illustrates the fragility of Romania’s polit-
ical situation. The presidential elections had to
be completely re-run after the Constitutional
Court annulled the election following the first
round of voting in November 2024 due to alle-
gations of electoral manipulation and distortion
of equal opportunities of candidates, including
through social networks and undeclared sources
of funding.

The AUR presents itself as the party of the dis-
satisfied and disadvantaged, as an opponent of
the established parties, and as a defender of
traditional values. It describes itself as follows:
“The party is new, but the struggle is old! The
Alliance for the Unity of Romanians (AUR) was
founded on 1 December 2019. We value fam-
ily, fatherland, faith, and freedom. Are you
tired of watching Romania’s resources being
plundered without restraint? Are you tired of
seeing Romanians forced to seek work abroad?
Are you tired of seeing everything we value
about our country and our people trampled
underfoot? Are you tired of choosing between
‘bad’ and ‘very bad’? So are we. That is why we
founded this party.”?
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Political scientists Sorina Soare and Claudiu
Tufis classify the party as follows: “The [AUR’s]
programme combines key elements of nativism,
authoritarianism and populism. Without funda-
mentally questioning the legitimacy of the dem-
ocratic constitutional order, the party directs
its criticism at specific manifestations of liberal
democracy. It defines ‘the people’ in populist-
nativist terms and portrays foreign individuals
and cultures as threats to the homogeneity of an
organically conceived community.”*

An independent “anti-system candidate”, the
previously little-known and initially under-
estimated Cilin Georgescu also ran in the
subsequently annulled first round of the pres-
idential election in 2024.5 His campaign com-
bined anti-Western and pro-Russian narratives
with elements inspired by the fascist Romanian
Legionary movement® that were presented
in spiritually mystical language, emphasising
Romania’s uniqueness due to its location in the
Carpathians.

The AUR deploys similar narratives - albeit with
a different tone. One element is the emphasis
on the national dimension. On the most recent
national holiday, 1 December 2025, party leader
George Simion had his leadership confirmed
at a party congress in Alba Iulia in northwest-
ern Romania. He had travelled in a “March of
Unity” to the city, where Transylvania had united
with Romania on 1 December 1918 - an act that
marked the founding of the modern Romanian
state. Through this symbolism, Simion presented
himself as a champion of the “true Romania” - a
claim that Célin Georgescu also sought to appro-
priate with his own march in Alba Iulia on the
same day.

Simion’s appeal to national themes does not
contradict narratives that glorify the commu-
nist past. As Stefan Baghiu writes, “[i]f you step
out of the established middle-class spaces and
socialize with the 45+ population in Romania’s
towns and villages, including factory workers,
old ladies selling in the market, pensioners, and
Roma on the outskirts of post-industrial cities,
you encounter the same significant social reality:
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for them, the communist period meant a signifi-
cantly better life than today”.”

Many in the Romanian
diaspora are receptive to
messages emphasising
its members’ value and
distinctiveness.

Particularly noteworthy is the AUR’s attempt
to address everything “Romanian” beyond the
country’s borders. The party advocates unifica-
tion with the Republic of Moldova, where Roma-
nian is also spoken. Above all, it targets the votes
of the large Romanian diaspora, which - as the
electoral support for Célin Georgescu illustrates -
is in parts highly receptive to messages empha-
sising its members’ value and distinctiveness as
Romanians.

The AUR is not the only actor in the populist
party landscape: Other parties with similar
themes but with a much smaller role include
S.0.S Romania, which attracted attention by
showcasing itself theatrically in the European
Parliament, where it has been represented since
2024. On 18 July 2024, MEP Diana Sosoaca was
expelled from the chamber during a plenary
session after having disrupted the proceedings.
Wearing a mock muzzle, she shouted phrases
such as “You have killed people” and “I was
elected by Romanians”. Romania’s Constitu-
tional Court barred the MEP - classified as far-
right and pro-Russian - from the presidential
election scheduled for late November 2024 in a
controversial ruling from October 2024. Accord-
ing to the Court, Sogsoacd’s public statements
demonstrated that she was incapable of uphold-
ing the oath of office to respect the constitution
and protect democracy.®

A sociological map of party preferences
Opinion polls show that approval ratings for the

right-wing populist AUR - as well as for other
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parties - vary significantly depending on socio-
logical background, as illustrated in Figure 1.
A survey conducted by the Romanian research
institute INSCOP in late October / early Novem-
ber 2025, for example, produced the following
ranking across all respondents among Romania’s
major parties: AUR 38 per cent, PSD 19.5 per
cent, PNL 14.6 per cent, and USR 12.3 per cent.

In rural areas, however, the AUR dominates, with
49 per cent, while in urban areas, it achieves
30 per cent.® The lower the level of education,
the greater the inclination towards the AUR and
the Social Democratic PSD. With rising levels
of education, the national-liberal PNL and the
reform-oriented USR gain support.'© The AUR’s
strident rhetoric resonates most strongly with
men. The PSD, by contrast, is chosen dispropor-
tionately often by women.'* Age differences are
also pronounced. Young people aged 18 to 29
are comparatively sceptical of the AUR, with a

theoretical support level of “only” 34 per cent.
The PSD reaches just nine per cent in this group.
Among those aged 30 to 44, the AUR leads, with
50 per cent. The PSD scores eight per cent in this
cohort - more than ten points below its overall
result. This is a clear indication that the AUR is
drawing heavily on the PSD electorate. Voters
aged 45 to 59 roughly mirror the overall average.
Among those aged 60 and above, the PSD clearly
leads, with 38 per cent, while the AUR reaches
only 28 per cent. Traditional conservative vot-
ers remain anchored in familiar positions. At the
same time, the PSD faces a demographic outlook
problem.*?

The diaspora as an emerging
democratic challenge

The Romanian diaspora poses a challenge of its
own. In the subsequently annulled presidential
election in autumn 2024, 821,135 voters from

Worst-case scenario avoided: In the runoff election for the Romanian presidency in May 2025, the moderate
mayor of Bucharest, Nicusor Dan (left), prevailed against the right-wing populist George Simion (right), who
had been ahead in the first round.

The Centre-Right - A Look at Conservative and Christian Democratic Parties Worldwide 27



Fig. 1: Party preferences in Romania, autumn 2025
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abroad were registered,'® with a majority sup-
porting far-right politician Calin Georgescu. Six
months later, interest in Romania’s elections had
increased markedly. The diaspora was mobilised
in particular in the second round - that is, in the
run-off between the initially leading George
Simion (41 per cent) and the now-incumbent
Nicusor Dan (21 per cent in the first round).
Almost twice as many voters went to the polls.**
Romanians in Hungary, Moldova, and other Cen-
tral and Eastern European countries - as well as in
Denmark, Portugal, and the Netherlands - voted
for Dan, in some cases by a significant majority.
Simion won the round in most countries of “old
Europe” and in Norway.'® In Germany, around
278,000 voters (68 per cent) with Romanian citi-
zenship backed Simion - an even greater propor-
tion than in the United Kingdom, where slightly
fewer Romanians voted. Spain also ranks among
the diaspora countries with a strong tilt towards
Simion, albeit with lower overall numbers.

The strong diaspora swing towards Georgescu in
2024 appears to mark the beginning of a political
“awakening”, particularly among Romanians liv-
ing elsewhere in Europe. Of roughly 11.64 million
voters, around 1.64 million ballots cast in 2025 -
that is, approximately 14.3 per cent - were based
outside Romania.’® Democratic parties would
therefore be well advised to keep the diaspora
firmly in view, especially in online campaigns.
Romanian government delegations now regularly
engage with diaspora representatives. It is also
important to analyse which narratives resonate in
which countries - and whether stereotypes about
Romanians in host societies may potentially
influence protest voting behaviour.'” Here, the
AUR has recognised its potential and is exploiting
it skilfully. Social media transcends geographical
boundaries and operates free from the physical
limits of analogue campaigning.

The Journal of Contemporary Central and East-
ern Europe'® published an analysis of right-wing
populist online campaigning in April 2025. In this
analysis, the authors trace the effective intertwin-
ing of viral campaigns, membership recruitment,
and campaign financing through the monetisa-
tion of online success: Politics is becoming a

“social media spectacle”, they write. “The tra-
ditional parties? They look lost, unable to adapt
to a world where the rules of the game are being
rewritten in real time.”*°

Political environment and the
strategies of traditional parties

The protest tapped by the AUR and, for example,
S.0.S. Romaénia, has not arisen in a vacuum. The
financial and economic crisis, the COVID-19
pandemic, extreme income disparities, a deeply
rooted sense of injustice, low levels of education
and living standards - especially in rural areas -
and - despite successful digital initiatives - com-
paratively weak digital literacy all form part of
the breeding ground for uncertainty and dissat-
isfaction. Added to this is the persistent fear that
Russia’s war against Ukraine could spill over,
fuelled by repeated drone incursions into Roma-
nian airspace.

Democracy only began to
gather momentum slowly
after 1989.

The AUR also exploits another vulnerability in
Romanian society: Like all intelligence services in
totalitarian and authoritarian systems, the Secu-
ritate relied on control through the systematic
cultivation of mistrust. The scars were not borne
only by the dead, the imprisoned, and the tor-
tured and their families; rather, surveillance and
betrayal penetrated deeply into the most intimate
spheres of family life.2° This decades-long expe-
rience did not come to an abrupt and definitive
end - as it did in eastern Germany after the fall of
the Berlin Wall, for example. Well into the years
after 1989/90 and even into the present, credible
reports persist of state-backed actors entering pri-
vate spaces simply to leave subtle signs - a chair
placed on a table, an object appearing in a private
car - all signalling: “We were here”.

At the same time, trust in democratic institutions
remains under considerable pressure - regardless
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of educational background. Democracy only
began to gather momentum slowly after 1989.
The National Council for the Study of the Secu-
ritate Archives (Consiliul National pentru Stud-
ierea Arhivelor Securititii, CNSAS) was not
established until around 25 years ago - that is,
more than one decade after the fall of the com-
munist dictatorship. The old elites of the repres-
sive Securitate apparatus - which had secured
Nicolae Ceausescu’s rule until the 1989 revolu-
tion - thus had more than ten years to keep their
dossiers hidden. To this day, the CNSAS con-
tinues to demand the transfer of files that have
still not been fully handed over. In this sense,
the early post-1989 phase of Romanian democ-
racy might be described as a form of “managed
democracy”.

The current conflict over pensions - coupled with
major dysfunctions and corruption in the justice
system - is compounded by paralysis within parts
of the governing coalition and by the rivalry
between the president and prime minister - popu-
larly described as a “war of the palaces”.

Under Sorin Grindeanu, who was confirmed
as party leader on 7 November 2025, the PSD
appears to have opted to mimic the AUR’s criti-
cism of the government and the “system par-
ties”. Grindeanu has repeatedly flirted publicly
with the idea of breaking up the current moderate
coalition of which the PSD is a part. The motive
is clear: It is primarily PSD voters who are defect-
ing to the AUR. The “independent” candidate
for mayor of Bucharest backed by the AUR - talk
show host Anca Alexandrescu, who ran for the
“Justice for Bucharest” alliance - also has a long
track record of working with the PSD at multi-
ple levels. The AUR is therefore the most direct
threat to the PSD - and might even replace it.
There is little evidence that the Social Democrats
have developed an effective, self-defined strategy
to counter this challenge. At the same time, the
AUR has made clear that it is not available for a
coalition with the PSD.

After having been co-founded by today’s Presi-

dent Nicusor Dan, the USR set out to tackle
what it views as Romania’s core governance
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problems: corruption, over-bureaucratisa-
tion, and excessive state interference, often
associated with the entrenched networks of
the PSD and PNL. At the European level, the
USR belongs to the Renew group. It has estab-
lished itself primarily among the well-educated
urban middle classes but has struggled to reach
broader voter segments, whether through its
fact-based messaging or via its overall political
style. Depending on the poll, the USR currently
stands at just over ten per cent - with a tendency
to shrink rather than grow. It is part of the gov-
erning coalition. The fact that the Romanian
defence minister whom the party nominated -
Ionut Mosteanu - was forced to resign in late
November 2025 after false information about
his university degree was found in his CV was
a bitter blow to a party that claims to be “with-
out criminals”. This blend of a technocratic
approach and the loss of personal trust is weigh-
ing heavily on the USR.

Under its leader, Prime Minister Ilie Bolojan,
the PNL currently presents itself as a “clean-up
party”. In order to keep the budget deficit under
control, it is imposing austerity measures on the
public. Lower pay is looming over public-sector
employees, and VAT was raised from 19 to 21 per
cent on 1 August 2025.2* Property tax and vehicle
tax have risen by up to 70 per cent since January
2026. The cap on electricity prices was lifted in
mid-2025, and the cap on gas prices was due to
expire at the end of March 2026, thereby reliev-
ing the state budget by several billion lei. The
current dispute over pensions for members of
the judiciary is less about economics than about
symbolism. It is not only lower-income groups
who are expected to contribute to saving. What is
missing is a narrative of solidarity and a positive
promise for the future. Ilie Bolojan thus comes
across more as a decisive manager than as an
empathetic communicator.

President Dan is also not providing a better
“packaging” of government policy. His personal
credibility is suffering due to his need to repeat-
edly negotiate compromises with coalition part-
ners who pull in different directions.?? Without a
determined and cohesive government, the AUR
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Decisive manager rather than empathetic communicator: Prime Minister llie Bolojan is seen in Parliament, in
September 2025.

has ample opportunities to exploit public unease
for its own political purposes.

The quality of governance
determines credibility.

Outlook and need for action

The political centre in Romania is under pressure,
as is a democracy that appears vulnerable. The
core question is no longer whether the centre is
losing support, but whether it can regain it at all.
A look at other European countries such as the
Netherlands indicates that the centre can recover
when it becomes clear that it is not merely con-
cerned with holding on to power. A number of
conditions are key here.

First, the quality of governance determines
credibility. Transparency, reliability, and visible
results matter: tangible progress on infrastruc-
ture projects, investment in the energy sector,
serious education reforms, and an end to bud-
getary waste. A sound development plan through
to the 2028 election year that is both clearly com-
municated and well structured could build trust
if priorities are bundled, goals are realistic and
measurable, and commitments are stated in veri-
fiable terms.

Second, the centre should take people’s fears
and emotions seriously and address them pro-
actively. Populist success cannot be explained
solely by disinformation or manipulation;
rather, it is rooted in real-life experience:
material insecurity, social inequality, emigra-
tion, questions of identity, and the feeling of
not being heard politically. By contrast, the
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political centre rarely communicates openly
in Romania, sometimes ignoring issues that
are painful for the population, and frequently
resorting to technocratic clichés and lacking
empathy: about resilience funds, the number of
new motorway kilometres, percentages of the
budget deficit, and tax rates. These issues are
important, but they only indirectly impact on
people’s day-to-day lives. Anyone who wants to
regain trust must speak about dignity, security,
and the future: secure jobs, affordable energy,
functioning schools, and the prospect that effort
will pay off. Politics is not only about adminis-
tration: Indeed, it is also about meaning, foster-
ing a sense of belonging, and working together
for a “better Romania”.

Ultimately, the country needs renewal rather
than cartel politics. Grand coalitions can guar-
antee stability, but they bear an inherent risk: If
they look like a power pact among established
parties, which has been Romania’s experience
in recent years, they feed precisely the anti-es-
tablishment narratives from which radical forces
benefit. In Romania, this risk is particularly
pronounced because the current coalition - and
each of its member parties - has thus far made
little effort to bring forward new faces, inde-
pendent experts, or visible actors from civil
society, business, or the diaspora. In so doing,
these actors reinforce the narrative of a closed
political system that simply administers itself.
For parties such as the AUR, which portrays
itself as the voice of the “excluded”, this is a
strategic gift.

Romania therefore stands at a crossroads. Either
the grand coalition can harden into a “club of the
old parties”, thereby accelerating the further rise
of the AUR and other protest forces, or it can
use its current position of power to bring about
a credible restart. In order to do so, democratic
parties must renew themselves in terms of per-
sonnel and practise internal party democracy
rather than relying on informal power structures.
Government representatives should address
emotions and communicate with empathy. They
need to name concerns, hardships, and short-
comings while offering a credible perspective
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on security, respect, and national dignity. This
should be embedded in a narrative that is both
patriotic and pro-European - that is, one that
does not stop at “Brussels” but that instead
shows that Romania is transforming itself and
helping to shape Europe.

Pressure in Romania is further intensified by the
deftly exploited manipulative mechanisms of the
major online communication platforms. As a stra-
tegically vital country on NATQ’s eastern flank
with a long border with Ukraine and access to the
Black Sea, Romania is very much in the sights of
those who oppose European freedom.

Alongside domestic political answers, the country
additionally needs a broader public debate about
how the terror of the Securitate has shaped peo-
ple’s basic outlook and the pervasive mistrust that
runs through all areas of society. This makes it
essential to establish - or improve - the trans-
parency of state action. All democratic parties
should initiate processes that may be uncom-
fortable even for themselves. The press and civil
society must insist on this. In Germany, it was
the Federal Constitutional Court that repeatedly
admonished the parties and helped make Ger-
many one of the most transparent countries in
terms of party financing. However, Romania’s
judicial bodies are currently in a deep crisis them-
selves and cannot provide such an impetus.

In short, Romania is experiencing a multiple
crisis of confidence. Yet mistrust is the invisible
enemy of freedom and democracy. Elections are
the granting of trust for a limited period. Insti-
tutionalised checks and balances create deliber-
ate tensions that are resolved not least through
transparent procedures, thereby building trust in
institutions. Without trust, democracy does not
stand a chance.

- translated from German -
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