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Germany’s post-election scramble to rapidly form a
government and grab a seat at Europe’s table

Irena Krchakova

Summary

The Germans have decided. The CDU/CSU won the Feb. 23 snap election and its leader, Friedrich Merz,
will likely become chancellor. But, the conservative union is not the only one celebrating this victory;
they share it with the Alternative for Germany (AfD) party. Second in line, the AfD has completely
taken over all of Eastern Germany. Olaf Scholz, the country’s current chancellor, and his Social
Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) have suffered a great defeat. Germany now urgently needs a new
government. Merz wants Germany to once more hold the title of leader of European Union politics.

Key points

e In the election, the CDU/CSU party finished first, the AfD second, and the SPD third. This is
the first time since 1949 that the CDU (with CSU) and the SPD have not been in the top two places.

e Presumed Chancellor Friedrich Merz wants to form a so-called ‘Grand Coalition’ without AfD
participation. He wants the program to focus on migration, security, the economy, and the social
system.

o Merz wishes to be active in foreign policy. The European Union expects Germany to act alongside
France to lead efforts in Ukraine and negotiations with the United States. With 28.6% of the vote,
the CDU/CSU won the parliamentary vote and their leader Friedrich.



Merz is expected to become the next German Chancellor. However, the election’s true winner was
the AfD, who snagged second place with a historic 20.8% of voting power. The SPD, party of the current
German Chancellor Olaf Scholz, came in third place with 16.4%. The Greens also entered the Bundestag
with 11.6% of the vote, and thanks to the voters of Berlin, the Left Party won 8.8% of the vote.

The winner of the election finished in second place

Friedrich Merz and his conservative union are celebrating, but the smiles over glasses of champagne
at the Konrad-Adenauer-Haus (the headquarters of the Christian Democrats) are far from joyful.
According to surveys, the conservatives aimed to win a larger number of votes. Members of the union
are quoted as saying that a mere third of the voting power does not give them as strong a mandate
as they had hoped; only 208 party members will sit in the Federal Assembly. This actually represents
the second-worst result, with the CDU/CSU receiving fewer votes in 2021.

So, the exuberant celebrations took place elsewhere. The far-right — or, if you prefer, extremist
and populist — AfD claimed a historic victory. The party claimed 21% of the voting power and 152 seats
in the Bundestag. The AfD emerged as the strongest party in all five federal states of Eastern Germany:
Saxony (37.3%), Thuringia (38.6%), Brandenburg (32.5%), Saxony-Anhalt (37.1%) and Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern (35%). Additionally, they secured more than 20% of the vote in Saarland (21.6%)
and Rhineland-Palatinate (20.1%), marking significant gains in the former West German states.
In Bavaria, a traditional CSU stronghold, the AfD fell just short of 20% by only two-tenths
of a percentage point — an extraordinary achievement and a doubling of its support since 2021.
The AfD is growing stronger, and not only in the eastern part of the country.

Voters delivered a strong reckoning to the ruling SPD. Chancellor Olaf Scholz’s Social Democrats failed
to secure even 17% of the vote, making the 2025 result the worst in the party’s history. Scholz
acknowledged his defeat, stating that as the main loser, he would not participate in any potential
coalition negotiations and certainly had no ambition to become a minister in the next government.

Who - or what —is the AFD?

The Alternative for Germany (AfD) is a right-wing populist to far-right party that has grown
by capitalizing on national-conservative and Eurosceptic positions. Since 2021, it has been under
the watchful eye of federal counterintelligence due to suspicions of extremist activity. In three eastern
federal states — Saxony, Thuringia and Saxony-Anhalt (where its support is strongest) — intelligence
services classify it as unequivocally far-right. In six other states, it is only suspected of engaging in
far-right activities.

The party was founded in 2013 and initially profiled itself as firmly Eurosceptic, primarily due
to the Federal Republic of German’s high contributions to the EU’s common budget. It wasn’t until
several years later that it shifted its platform to an anti-immigration stance with an anti-multicultural
agenda. After a strong wave of migration hit Europe (starting in 2015) and Germany struggled with
the integration of new arrivals, the AfD began attracting disillusioned voters from across the political
spectrum. In 2017, it entered the Bundestag and has managed to maintain a presence there ever since.

The AfD’s main agenda items include a referendum on Germany’s exit from the EU, the abolition
of the euro, tax reform, and, above all, the deportation of illegal immigrants. In this year’s campaign,



there has been talk of so-called remigration, referring to large-scale deportations of people
with migrant origins.

Although, all parties have declared that they will not cooperate with the AfD, they must reckon
with its influence. The party finished second in the elections, securing over 20% of the vote, making
it a significant political player. With a blocking minority, the AfD and the Left could complicate
parliamentary decisions that require a two-thirds majority of all members, such as changes to the Basic
Law (i.e., the German Constitution).

An active German government

To gain an absolute majority, the CDU/CSU essentially has two options: form a coalition with the AfD
(360/316 necessary seats), which Merz has firmly rejected multiple times before the elections
due to their extremist positions, or form a so-called grand coalition with the SPD (328/316), which
the Germans are familiar with from previous years.

The Christian Democrats are well aware that they must form a government quickly. From a geopolitical
perspective, yesterday was already too late. Merz announced on the day of the elections that he would
lead negotiations with the SPD and aims to have the coalition formed by Easter (April 20).
The conservatives have expressed that they are willing to meet quickly and recognize the importance
of the country regaining its status as the leader of Europe. On the other hand, they acknowledge
that negotiations, especially due to internal political divisions, will be difficult. Some reports suggest
that Merz may opt for an unusually small negotiation team and, in the interest of speed, is willing
to establish a “one-year contract" instead of a typical coalition agreement.

Foreign Policy Negotiations

Germany needs Europe to stand as an equal partner to the United States and engage in serious
dialogue with the new administration of President Donald Trump. The issues on the table include
support for Ukraine, negotiations for a ceasefire with Russia, and an agreement within NATO regarding
increased defense spending. All of Europe is waiting to see if Germany will once again become
the politically most influential country in the European Union and whether its leader will lead
all the major negotiations together with French President Emmanuel Macron.

There is no doubt about the continuity of Germany’s foreign policy. While there may be a shift
in negotiating tactics, the overall direction will remain unchanged. For instance, on the issue
of Ukraine, Merz has consistently positioned himself as a strong supporter, and shortly after
the election results were announced, he reassured Kyiv of Germany’s ongoing commitment
to its defense. Germany, after all, is the second-largest contributor of military aid. At the same time,
Merz reassured the German public that peace talks conducted in an “about us, without us” manner
are not on the table. According to Merz, Ukraine must be involved in any discussions regarding
the terms of the war’s conclusion.

Regarding the approach to the new American administration, Merz has already discussed the next
steps with French President Macron. The future chancellor acknowledged that the U.S. is distancing
itself from Europe. However, he is committed to persuading President Donald Trump that strong
transatlantic relations are in the best interest of both sides. It's worth noting that Trump is already
looking forward to working with his German colleague.



Negotiating the domestic situation

It's no secret that Germany was pushed to early elections primarily by the migration crisis, coupled
with a deteriorating economic and social situation. Now, two parties with often opposing views must
come together to find a solution. Voters, based on the election results, have sent a clear message
to politicians that they want change, particularly in migration and economic policies. The SPD
has already indicated that the most difficult negotiations will be on pension reform and tax policy.

Looking at the election results, which confirmed the weak mandate of the CDU/CSU and the historic
defeat of the SPD, it’s clear that both parties will need to make compromises. The Greens, who have
long played a relatively strong role in German politics, also suffered a defeat, with their electoral
leader, Robert Habeck, failing to secure a seat in the Flensburg-Schleswig district. Preventing further
rise of the extremist AfD will require significant cuts to both parties' platforms. What is certain is that
Merz will definitively bury the accommodating asylum policy of his predecessor Angela Merkel,
and the country will adopt tougher migration and asylum rules.

Conclusion

The so-called “grand coalition” is already being discussed. However, it's questionable whether
this term can be used in the same way this time. In the past, it referred to the alliance of the two
strongest parties — the CDU/CSU union and the SPD — creating a true GRAND coalition with a significant
majority in the Bundestag. This time, it's a theoretical alliance between two groups — according
to the election results, the first and third parties — who have no other option, as they are left without
any other acceptable partners.

German politics has historically been centered on the ability to reach agreements and implement
strong domestic economic policies along with a robust foreign position. Now, the CDU/CSU and SPD
face their toughest challenge yet, and both parties will have to make painful compromises.
The negotiations must be swift, and it is quite possible that Merz will opt for a one-year agreement
to quickly secure the mandate of chancellor, while also leaving room for future negotiations.

The world will not wait. Not even for the Germans — and they know that very well. If they want
to have a say in the functioning of the European Union and sit at the negotiating table
with the Americans, and later with the Ukrainians and Russians, they must present a strong leader
with a clear stance and a solid mandate.
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