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First takeaways from Germany’s regional
elections
The results of the regional state elections in Bavaria and Hesse are a
clear blow to Chancellor Olaf Scholz’s federal government, with gains
for the opposition conservatives but also the far-right AfD

German Chancellor
Olaf Scholz

Sunday’s regional state elections were a kind of mid-term election for Chancellor Olaf Scholz and
his federal government. About 9.4 million people were eligible to vote for the new state legislature
in Bavaria and about 4.3 million in Hesse, more than 20% of the eligible voters in the entire
country. During the last years, both states were led by the country’s main opposition party, the
CDU in Hesse and its sister party, the Bavaria-only CSU.

Regional state elections in Germany are always affected by both regional and national
developments and it’s hard to tell upfront which of the two will have a larger impact. This time
around, however, it was clear that both state elections were regarded as voters' reactions to bigger
national topics like the energy transition and immigration, but also political communication, as the
work of the federal government has almost constantly been accompanied by controversial
discussions in public by all three coalition partners.

The available results of both elections have the CDU coming in as the largest party, gaining
significantly in Hesse and broadly remaining unchanged in Bavaria. The SPD and the Greens (both
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part of the federal government coalition) lost almost equal votes in Hesse and Bavaria. The third
coalition partner in Berlin, the liberal FDP, continued the strongly negative trend since the last
federal elections in 2021. It missed the threshold to enter parliament in Bavaria and just made it in
Hesse with the smallest margin possible. The right-wing AfD recorded strong gains and will be the
second-largest party in Hesse and third-largest in Bavaria.

What are the main takeaways from the two elections?

The CDU is highly likely to keep the political lead in both Hesse and Bavaria and will
therefore strengthen its opposition role at the national level. However, the question of who
will lead the party into the next federal elections two years from now remains unanswered.
Neither the result in Bavaria nor in Hesse was overwhelmingly strong enough for one of the
two leading candidates (Bavarian Minister-President Markus Söder or Hesse’s Minister-
President Boris Rhein) to immediately rise to the next level.
The strong gains of the AfD illustrate that the party is more than only a protest party in East
German states. The party’s gains show that frustration with both the content and style of
federal politics seems to be growing in the entire country. The next big topic in German
politics will be whether the other parties will start some kind of cooperation with AfD. This
will be mainly a challenge for the CDU, which despite a strong position currently and the
losses of the liberal FDP, will always need a coalition partner. Don’t forget that next year,
there will be three regional state elections in the East of Germany and currently, the AfD is
leading the polls in all three.
The government coalition in Berlin has taken an enormous blow. Judging from Hesse and
Bavaria, the coalition currently only combines some 30% of the popular vote and the FDP is
close to an existential crisis being again kicked out of two regional state parliaments. These
results can either lead to a full reset of the political agenda in Berlin or to a de facto
standstill.

With two more years to go before the next federal elections and a long list of short and long-term
economic challenges, Sunday’s regional state elections show how the country is struggling.
Politicians are struggling to present solutions to a complex set of challenges, and voters are
struggling to absorb the list of challenges. As a result, the opposition is benefitting, not so much as
a result of better alternatives but rather as a result of voters outing their dissatisfaction. Looking
ahead, there are two broader scenarios possible. In the first, the federal government takes these
election results as a signal to speed up reforms and investments and to improve teamwork. The
second is that every coalition party will only focus on itself and on how to reach the best possible
outcome at the next federal elections, which could basically mean a reform standstill.
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