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Introduction

The parliamentary election in Poland took place on 15
October 2023. The PiS-led United Right coalition emerged
as the leading force (35.38%). However, the opposition -
the Civic Coalition KO (30.7%), the Third Way (14.4%), and
the New Left (8.61%) - received more than half of all votes.
The far-right Konfederacja suffered a bitter defeat (7.16%),’
yet by crossing the 5 percent electoral threshold, it secured
18 out of 460 seats for their representatives.

As a result, only the three former opposition forces
accumulated enough seats to form a stable new governing
coalition in the Sejm (lower house of parliament).
Simultaneously, they also defended their majority in the
Senate (upper house). A coalition agreement between all
opposition parties was signed in advance on 10 November
2023,% outlining the objectives of the future cabinet and
dividing tasks between three coalition partners. By doing
so, a signal of Regierungsféhigkeit (the ability to govern)
was sent to the President and the society.

Meanwhile, President Andrzej Duda gave Prime Minister
Mateusz Morawiecki, as a representative of the winning
party, the chance to form his government first.® On 27
November, the third cabinet of the United Right was sworn
in, but without any hope of winning a vote of confidence.

Next, the Parliament was given the chance to propose a
Prime Minister candidate. As a result, on 13 December 13,
the majority government led by Donald Tusk was sworn in.
It marks the end of the Law and Justice (PiS) era in Poland,
opening a window of opportunity to restart Polish-German
relations.

Post-election scenarios for Poland

The election result shows that a change has taken place in
Poland’s political culture. First, a generally higher turnout
was observed, due to mobilisation among young people,
women, and the Polish diaspora abroad.* Second, the
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opposition’s rhetoric of reconciliation and a campaign
based on positive messaging convinced more voters than
the PiS tactics of constant personal attacks and allegations
of treason. Third, the use of public funds and public media
bias in favour of the ruling party did not prove sufficient to
keep the governing coalition in power. No other
irregularities were detected. The election was not fair, but
free.®

KO, the Third Way and the New Left also emphasised their
pro-European stance and are convinced that Poland must
strengthen its relations with Brussels. During the campaign,
the opposition promised to curb democratic regression in
Poland as well as to improve strained relations with the
European Commission, aiming at the release of frozen EU
funds.

As the new Prime Minister, Donald Tusk, a politician with
European experience and recognition abroad, could
increase Poland's negotiating strength and restore its
position as a regional leader in Europe. Still, in certain
policy areas, clear differences remain between Poland's
national interests and the common interests of the EU (e.g.
agriculture, migration, climate policy, institutional reforms
and treaty changes). But with Tusk back in politics, these
problems could be solved with a willingness to compromise
instead of hostility.

Nonetheless, now that the PiS party and its allies are in
opposition, they will most certainly make the political work
of Tusk’s government more difficult. Many PiS allies now sit
in public institutions, including the Constitutional Court,
Supreme Court, National Bank of Poland, and National
Public Prosecutor’s Office. The first weeks in office of the
new Tusk government already highlight the potential for
conflict that arises from the dismantling of the institutional
reforms implemented by PiS, such as in the public
broadcasting sector® or the appointment of judges.”
Moreover, a deep cleavage in the society remains, as the PiS
party continues to misinterpret the election result as well as
undermine the opposition’s governing capacity. Despite its
clear defeat, the PiS party and their allies still claim to
represent the majority of Polish society, and continue to
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push the claim that they have been excluded from the
national community.

President Andrzej Duda clearly favours his political camp,
the United Right. His integrity will now be tested by his
willingness and readiness to cooperate with the new
government. Here, too, major conflicts between the
government and the president can be observed, as illus-
trated by his pardoning of two convicted PiS politicians.® No
laws can pass in Poland without the President’s approval.
Therefore, the most important reforms and remedial
measures might only be processed after the presidential
election in 2025, if the new government manages to find a
reliable and unbiased partner in the Presidential Palace.

For all these reasons, regardless of the election result,
Poland will now undergo a phase of uncertainty. As a strong
political and economic partner, Germany should prepare
for any outcome.

Polish-German relations

Relations between Warsaw and Berlin have remained tense
since 2015, when PiS formed a majority government.
Discussions over the payment of war reparations
continued. Anti-German resentment was exacerbated by
the PiS-led coalition, particularly during the election
campaign in autumn 2023.

Germany's historically close economic ties with Russia and
its initially hesitant military support for Ukraine contributed
to the mistrust that already existed in bilateral relations.
There are also still different perceptions of current
challenges, such as migration or climate change. According
to the German-Polish Barometer, bilateral relations -
particularly on the German side - have cooled, and
especially when it comes to mutual sympathy.®

Despite all this, Poland and Germany have never been as
politically integrated as they are today. The countries are
NATO allies and EU member states. Economic exchange is
actively pursued despite hostile rhetoric and cooled
diplomatic relations. Poland is Germany's fifth largest
trading partner.'® Businesses and civil society have
developed relationships that blur the border between the
two countries.
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Combined with a change of government in Poland, these
circumstances create a fertile ground for drafting a new
Poland strategy for the German government and non-
governmental stakeholders.
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The German government must treat
Poland on more equal terms and build a
relationship based on synergies, while
consciously embracing differences.

A new German strategy towards Poland

Since 2015, Germany practiced ‘strategic patience’ with
regards to the openly hostile rhetoric of the PiS-led Polish
government. At the EU level, breaches of the rule of law
were initially met with hesitant reaction. The tactic to wait
out the unfavourable leadership in Warsaw paid off by
sheer luck. In the future, a more proactive strategy towards
Poland must be developed.

Jarostaw Kaczynski and his political camp are still accusing
the German government of hegemonic ambitions in Europe
and hostile influence in Poland. It is to be expected that
their anti-German rhetoric aimed at smearing political
opponents and mobilising its own electorate will continue,
in the view of the upcoming election marathon. Local and
European elections are scheduled in 2024, followed by the
presidential election in 2025. Any attempts at
rapprochement with Berlin will be labelled as betrayal.
Donald Tusk will have to act cautiously, and German
counterparts should not escalate the already existing bias
in bilateral relations. For example, the topic of reparations -
the most divisive topic in recent years fuelling antagonisms
between two countries - should rather be closed than be
repeatedly debated.

It is necessary to recognise the demographic change in
Poland that has enabled the political one. The PiS party is
unproportionally popular with older generations,
especially those aged over 60, where it enjoys over 50%
support.’” The electoral decisions of younger generations
have proved more diverse and balanced, gravitating
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towards the centre.'> Combined with the high turnout of
women and youth - voter groups underrepresented in the
past - it is fair to say that demographics decided the result
of this election. Therefore, the new power dynamic is a sign
of cultural change.

Voters’ rejection of the national-conservative agenda and
autocratic rule indicate that Polish democracy has
consolidated. Yet the emergence of right-wing populism on
the one hand, and a robust civil society and active citizenry
on the other resemble developments in Western Europe
rather than countries still in transition. Therefore, a new
impetus in bilateral relations is needed to loosen the
illiberal, anti-European image of the Polish society, an
attitude that has become entrenched in Germany over the
last eight years. Facilitating an interest in Poland among the
general audience in Germany is a step necessary to
recalibrate bilateral relations from the bottom up.

In terms of economy and soft power, there still exists an
asymmetry between Germany and Poland. With a
population of 84.5 million' and a GDP of over EUR 3.87
trillion,'* Germany is the biggest country in Europe and a G7
member. The Polish economy is interwoven with the
German one through foreign investments and integration in
production chains, especially in the automotive sector. At
the same time, Poland has experienced a steady GDP
growth,’® despite the recession resulting from recent poly-
crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic coupled with the
war in Ukraine. The eastern flank of the EU has been gra-
dually catching up in competitiveness, compared to the tra-
ditionally strong zones of western and northern Europe.'®
Since Poland joined the EU in 2004, its GDP has grown by
184 percent, making it by far the strongest economy in
Central Eastern Europe.'”

The Russian war of aggression against Ukraine revealed
monumental mistakes of the German Ostpolitik and the
accurate, yet longignored, assessment of risks coming from
Russia voiced by the Central Eastern European (CEE)
countries. After February 2022, Poland has become a crucial
actor in the European security architecture. As a country
directly bordering Ukraine, its rapid military, financial, and
humanitarian engagement has strengthened the eastern
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flank."® The joint effort in supporting and later rebuilding
Ukraine might become a new opening for Polish-German
cooperation.

This shift of the EU's centre of gravity towards the East -
both in economic terms and politically through the active
role in supporting Ukraine - heralds that the Eastern
element is becoming central for the EU. Anticipating the
next enlargement round and including more South-East
and Eastern European countries in the EU in the coming
decades demand a certain experience in transition and
integration. Poland could potentially play the constructive
role of the EU merger, connecting the European core to new
member/candidate countries.

Despite the power shift in Poland, it is to be expected that
some conflicts of interests will persist at the EU level. The
disagreement on migration policy (relocation quotas) and
the stance on energy policy and energy mix
(decarbonisation of economies) will not change
significantly. Pro-European as it is, the new Polish
government does not share the desire for further
integration and federalisation of the European Union,
entrenched in the German coalition agreement. Even if
Poland is a vocal advocate of the next enlargement, it
remains sceptical about the need for institutional and
structural reforms in the EU (especially regarding veto
rights and qualified majority voting), so vividly advocated
for by the Federal Foreign Office. Yet, despite these
differences, the style of the debate will change and a new
potential for further cooperation in Brussels emerges.
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With the Macron-Scholz-Tusk trio, the
Weimar Triangle could re-emerge as an
East-West and North-South bridge in
Europe.
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Five recommendations

The following suggestions should be considered when
developing an updated strategy for governmental and non-
governmental stakeholders in their engagement with
Poland after the 2023 parliamentary election:

1 - Relaunching relations with Poland.

The German government must treat Poland on more equal
terms and build a relationship based on synergies, while
consciously embracing differences. Simultaneously, it must
be prepared for fierce attempts by the outgoing
government to sabotage German-Polish cooperation and
further attempts to utilise anti-German sentiments in Polish
domestic debate. Relaunching a dialogue at eye level could
help neutralise antagonising narratives. Therefore, more
initiatives based on citizen diplomacy (scientific, cultural,
and parliamentary exchanges) and awareness raising about
the neighbouring country among the general public in
Germany are needed. Ideally, the Franco-German tandem
should be a blueprint for Polish-German relations:
functioning well not only at the intergovernmental level but
also as a mutual interest at the very individual one.

2 - Revitalising Weimar Triangle.

The unique political constellation today opens pathways to
launching a potential motor for Europe along the Paris-
Berlin-Warsaw axis. The improved climate between Berlin
and Warsaw should be utilised for other multilateral
formats at the government level. With the Macron-Scholz-
Tusk trio, the Weimar Triangle could re-emerge as an East-
West and North-South bridge in Europe. Therefore, it is
necessary to reengage in a Franco-German-Polish dialogue,
using not only these three countries’ combined political
weight in Europe but also the momentum of their strong
pro-European leaderships.

3 - Understanding political challenges in Poland.

Demographic change manifesting in rising democratic
attitudes within Polish society brought about a political
change at the last elections. Voters clearly indicated that
they want a more progressive Poland. Nevertheless, a
period of political turmoil ahead - resulting from the
election calendar and fierce political competition - should
not be underestimated. The future quality of cohabitation
between the new government and entrenched represen-
tatives of the old regime is unknown. Possible obstructions
and lack of cooperation in pursuing necessary reforms and
remedial measures are a realistic scenario. Therefore, the
commitment and determination of the European Com-
mission as well as other member states, including Germany,
to stand by mechanisms ensuring the rule of law and
democratic standards in the EU should remain in place, and
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not allow for double standards. At the same time, the
positive change in Poland and declarations from Donald
Tusk should be a celebrated ray of hope for Europe.

4 - Embracing the Easternisation of the EU.

As aresult of the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine,
some Central and Eastern European countries, such as
Poland, Estonia and Romania, have gained relevance and
influence, particularly in security and defence policy. The
urgently needed and envisaged geostrategic expansion of
the EU will materialise in the next enlargement round.
Under a new government, Poland as the biggest Eastern
member state can play a constructive role in leading the
region. Moreover, the security perspective and the
expertise indispensable for managing an open conflict with
Russia increases the significance of the EU’s Eastern flank
for the whole of European stability. Therefore, recognition
of the Eastern perspective is essential for the credibility and
sustainability of the Zeitenwende in German security and
defence policy.

5 - Looking for synergies at the European level.

A government change in Poland can open a window of
opportunity for a new dynamic in strategic decision making
at the EU level. Poland's political scene has moved to the
left, becoming centre-right by European standards. This
development presents an opportunity to work on the topics
such as climate, green technologies, and women's and
minority rights. A new atmosphere is required for dealing
with European security, sensible European foreign policy,
and cooperation in energy and climate policy. Therefore,
the German government should use this momentum to
help its Polish counterpart catch up with current trends in
European policies. Now is the time to seek opportunities for
consensus, trade-offs, and win-win situations.

Conclusion

The change of government in Poland after eight years of a
PiS-led coalition is a turning point. Opportunities emerge
not only in the realm of domestic policies (e.g. alleviating
the rule of law situation and public finances), but also in
international affairs, including Poland’s relations with its
neighbours and its future role at the EU level.

However, the cautious optimism is tainted by to factors.
First, the new government is facing major difficulties in
revoking the personnel decisions and institutional reforms
from the PiS party's time in office. Second, the current PiS
opposition is determined to obstruct the new government's
plans and has so far been supported by the President. A
prolonged period of political instability and continuous
anti-German rhetoric from the Polish national-conservative



camp are to be expected.

Therefore, for Berlin it is all the more important to
understand Poland’s internal political dynamics.
Government stakeholders in Germany must recalibrate
their approach to embrace the Polish perspective when
necessary, especially in EU security and defence policy, as
well as enlargement plans. In return, Polish partners may
be more open to adjusting their stance on contentious
policy areas, like migration or energy policy, especially
given the more progressive mood in Polish society.
Potential conflicts of interests at the bilateral and EU levels
could be mitigated in multilateral fora, such as the
reinvigorated Weimar Triangle, or multilateral dialogue at
the EU level.
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