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1. Introduction

On Sunday, 14 October 2018, elections were held in Bavaria. This election saw a momentous shift in the politics of 
Bavaria, which reflected trends at the federal level, but which may have a profound impact on politics in Berlin in the 
future. The most notable results were the CSU’s 37.2% share of the vote, down almost 10 percentage points from the 
last election in 2013; the SPD’s result of only 9.7%, worse than even the most pessimistic polls had predicted; and 
the elevation of the Greens to the position of second-largest party in Bavaria with 17.5% of the vote, more than 
doubling their 2013 result of 8.6%. 

Three other parties entered the Bavarian State Parliament: the Free Voters, led by Hubert Aiwanger, which built on its 
2013 result of 9% and garnered 11.6% of the vote; the FDP, which barely cleared the five-percent threshold needed 
to enter parliament at 5.1%; and the far-right AfD, which entered the Bavarian state parliament for the first time 
with 10.2% of the vote. This will be the fifteenth of sixteen German state parliaments in which the AfD is represented.

Since the Federal Election of September 2017, migration policy dominated the campaign rhetoric of the CSU. This 
approach aimed to regain voters the party had lost to the far-right AfD in that election. However, its tough stance on 
migration and subsequent inability to produce a migration solution that would be acceptable to right-wing voters in 
Bavaria did not work. The results show that the CSU lost voters to the AfD, but also that more moderate CSU voters 
were alienated and chose to vote for the Green Party instead. 

Bavarian Premier Markus Söder may have saved face for now due to the fact that he is likely to enter a governing 
coalition with the Free Voters and due to his efforts to deflect blame to the CSU party leader and Minister for the 
Interior Horst Seehofer. However, the medium-to-long-term consequences of this election may be grave. The results 
call into question the legitimacy of the federal government of CDU, CSU and SPD, all of whom now face tough 
decisions. They also compound the mounting doubts about Chancellor Angela Merkel’s leadership abilities within 
her own party. There is no sign that the end of the Bavarian electoral campaign will see a “return to normal” of Berlin 
politics nor a German government more ready to engage with proposals for European reform. 
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2. The results: Three key developments

Bavaria has traditionally been a stronghold of the Christian Social Union (CSU), the so-called “sister party” of Angela 
Merkel’s CDU. However, the political dynamic of the 18th Bavarian State Parliament will be an unprecedented one. 
There are three main reasons for this:

First, the CSU achieved its lowest result in a Bavarian election since 1950. The CSU received 37.2% of votes, only 
slightly better than the disastrous polls prior to the election, some of which had predicted a result as low as 33%. In 
September 2017, the party achieved the lowest result in a Federal Election: only 38.5% of Bavarians voted for the 
CSU. This even lower result in the State Election is a serious blow to Markus Söder, who had realised a long-term goal 
when he succeeded Horst Seehofer as Bavarian Premier six months before the State Election on 16 March 2018. This 
came after Mr Seehofer took up a position in the Federal Government as Federal Minister of the Interior, Building and 
Community while retaining the chairmanship of the CSU. Mr Söder secured the Premiership determined to bring his 
party back from the low result in the Federal Election and keen to retain the CSU’s absolute majority in the Bavarian 
State Parliament, which it had only lost once since 1962. 

Second, the far-right populist Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) entered the Bavarian State Parliament for the 
first time with a result of 10.2%. The Bavarian Parliament is the fifteenth of sixteen German State Parliaments in 
which the AfD is represented. The Bavarian AfD has successfully sought to frame the State Election as a vote against 
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s migration policies.

Third, the Green Party has emerged as the second strongest party after the CSU in Bavaria. After only achieving 8.6% 
in the 2013 Bavarian Elections, the Greens in 2018 got 17.5% of the vote. The social-democratic SPD, meanwhile, 
which was traditionally the second strongest political force in Bavaria, suffered a major defeat, garnering only 9.7% of 
the vote.

3. Berlin’s long shadow: Explaining the results

While all German State Elections can be seen to some degree as a weather vane for the approval of the federal government, 
this was especially the case in this Bavarian election and the results reflect federal trends. While the analysis of election 
results is complex and multifaceted, federal politics were the largest influence on this election outcome. This is largely 
because turning the Bavarian Election into a vote of confidence in Angela Merkel’s migration policies suited the agenda 
of the far-right AfD, and because the CSU’s focus on migtation played into the AfD’s hands. 

Despite last-minute efforts by the CSU to moderate its language and to refocus attention on Bavarian issues, such 
as the launch of a Bavarian Space Programme, the CSU’s campaign was dominated by the issue of migration. The 
comparatively low result in the 2017 federal elections shocked the CSU leadership and led to  an ambition within the 
party to “close the right flank”. Much of the CSU’s campaign thus consisted of criticising and distancing themselves 
from Angela Merkel’s migration policies.  

Migration is a highly sensitive issue that has continuously driven a wedge between the conservative sister parties of 
CDU and CSU since 2015. An escalation of tensions just before the 2017 Federal Elections was averted by the 
Chancellor through a compromise on the so-called Obergrenze, or cap, on migration. However, in June 2018, the 
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migration issue was escalated by Horst Seehofer. In mid-June 2018, Mr Seehofer’s Masterplan Migration met with some 
resistance within the ranks of the CDU, largely due to the proposal to turn asylum seekers away at the border, if they 
had already been registered in another EU Member State. 

On the night of 1 July 2018, Mr Seehofer, frustrated with the lack of progress on migration, announced his intention 
to resign to a closed-door meeting of the CSU party leadership. However, he retracted this some hours later after late-
night discussions with the party elite. 

Another controversy flared up in September 2018 in the wake of the events in Chemnitz in late August 2018 surrounding 
the head of the German Domestic Security Agency, the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution, Hans-Georg 
Maaßen. Again, government collapse was only narrowly averted.

The CSU’s tough stance on migration, which it was unable to back up with concrete measures in Berlin, gave the AfD a 
wide opening to present itself as the only option for voters that wanted more control over migration. At the same time, 
it alienated more moderate voters. First voter migration analyses show that compared to the last Bavarian election in 
2018, the CSU lost 160,000 voters to the AfD and 190,000 to the Greens.1

While efforts are already underway by the CSU leadership in Bavaria to frame Horst Seehofer’s actions as reckless in 
order to shift blame for the poor election result to Berlin, it is worth noting that at least in the migration debate in June 
2018, Mr Seehofer enjoyed the full backing of  Mr Söder and Alexander Dobrindt, leader of the CSU parliamentary 
party in the Bundestag. While in the short run, this may allow Mr Söder to stay on as Bavarian Premier, it remains to 
be seen whether the CSU can fully disown these controversies in the long run.

There was also substantial voter migration from the SPD to the Greens. The SPD seems to have suffered from the 
downward trajectory of the party at the federal level. The poor result in Bavaria is a reflection of the SPD’s inability 
to distinguish itself from its government partners and to demonstrate clear added value, making the Green party 
increasingly the preferred option for left-leaning voters. 

4. Conclusion: Next steps in Bavaria and Berlin

In Munich, it seems likely that a coalition between the CSU and the Free Voters will emerge. The Free Voters, led by Mr 
Hubert Aiwanger, is a right-of-centre party, which has been exceptionally successful in local politics since its emergence 
on the Bavarian political stage in 2008. Their strong result of 11.6% would allow them to enter the state government 
for the first time. While the Free Voters put slightly more emphasis on certain policy areas such as education and is 
slightly more left-leaning regarding renewable energy and climate change, its views broadly align with that of the CSU, 
particularly and crucially so in regard to migration. 

Some observers had hoped that the end of the Bavarian elections would mark a “return to normal” in Berlin, which 
would see the German government in a better position from which to engage with European reform proposals. However, 
three key uncertainties make a more outward-looking Germany unlikely to emerge in the near future.

1  https://www.zeit.de/2018-10/wechselwaehler-bayern-waehlerwanderung-landtagswahl-2018 
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First, the extremely poor result of the SPD in Bavaria has led many to question the legitimacy of the party leadership in 
Berlin and indeed whether the SPD should continue to be part of the government as a further downward spiral seems 
unavoidable. 

Second, as mentioned above, the future of Interior Minister Horst Seehofer is uncertain. Immediately after the election, 
Mr Seehofer has shown himself confident that he will remain in office both as Minister and as leader of the CSU,2 
but a potential personnel change in Angela Merkel’s cabinet could significantly shift the government’s dynamic. The 
retention of a Horst Seehofer that is seen as an outcast both by government and by his own party may engender 
problems of its own.  It is expected that any potential changes in the cabinet will not occur until after 28 October 2018, 
when the state of Hesse will hold a general election. Polls predict that the AfD will enter the Hesse state parliament and 
thus the last of sixteen German state parliaments. In addition, the CDU, which has governed the state since 1999, is 
set to suffer hefty losses. 

Third, Angela Merkel’s position looks increasingly weak. Far from stabilising her rule by putting a stop to the infighting 
between CDU and CSU, the poor result for the conservatives in Bavaria reflects badly on the Union as a whole. This 
compounds recent challenges to her leadership, which include the surprise election of Ralph Brinkhaus as new head 
of the CDU/CSU parliamentary party. On 25 September 2018, Mr Brinkhaus defeated the incumbent Volker Kauder, 
who had served in that position since Angela Merkel’s election in 2005 and had the express backing of the Chancellor.

Analysts have suggested that the above developments may even jeopardise the re-election of Angela Merkel as leader of 
the CDU at the next party conference in Hamburg in early December 2018. No serious contender, however, has 
announced their candidacy for the position yet. 

2  https://www.zdf.de/nachrichten/heute/seehofer-bei-was-nun-100.html 
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