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INTRODUCTION

Fritz Plasser and Giinter Bischof

The seven years of Wolfgang Schiissel’s chancellorship (2000-2007)
represent a departure from traditional policies and governmental style in
Austria. They are also characterized by passing a reform agenda that will
have lasting impact. As a consequence of his governing style, Schiissel
was prepared to accept a greater intensity in domestic political conflict
and policy innovations. He cast aside long-standing traditions in the
formation of post-World War II national governments when he took
office in February 2000. First, the “Schiissel era” ended the reign of
grand coalition governments that had dominated Austrian national
politics since 1987 (following in the postwar tradition of such grand
coalition governments from 1945 to 1966). Second, in spite of massive
and unprecedented resistance from Thomas Klestil, Austria’s president
in 2000 when the Schiissel government was formed, Schiissel launched
a coalition government with Jorg Haider’s Freiheitliche Partei
Osterreichs (FPO), the right-wing populist and enfante terrible in the
Austrian political arena since the mid-1980s.

A reluctant President Klestil appointed Schiissel chancellor of an
OVP/FPO “small” coalition government. Although the Osterreichische
Volkspartei (OVP) had suffered a severe defeat at the polls in the fall
1999 national elections—placing third behind the FPO for the first time
in postwar political history—the shrewd political negotiator Schiissel
managed to finagle himself into the position of chancellor. For the first
time since 1970 when the Josef Klaus government was voted out of
office, the OVP seized the Federal Chancellor’s office on the
Ballhausplatz again. Managing to become chancellor in 2000 was
Schiissel’s strategic masterpiece of sorts. It showed his readiness to take
political risks and demonstrated his superb tactical skills in the minefield
of Austria’s quotidian contentious political infighting.

None of Schiissel’s predecessors at the helm of Austrian politics
entered office under comparably dramatic circumstances. Daily protests
and demonstrations by his numerous detractors on the Left
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overshadowed the first weeks of his government’s activities. Critical
pundits and commentators described his chancellorship as a definite
break with the consensual tradition of Austrian politics. A stubborn
Schiissel did not budge, even though he found himself confronted
domestically by the stubborn resistance of the Sozialdemokratische
Partei Osterreichs (SPO), which emerged as the strongest party on the
polls in 1999, but was not successful in finding coalition partners. The
SPO found itself ill-suited for the oppositional role it undertook for the
first time in thirty years. Internationally, the new Schiissel government
found itself utterly isolated for a few months by the novel sanctions
launched by the governments of the fourteen remaining states of the
European Union.

The EU-14 sanctions actually represented an embargo of
communications and the end of direct talks and negotiations with the
chancellor of the OVP/FPO-government. Schiissel was treated as a leper
and outcast in the European political arena. These sanctions were
rescinded in the fall of 2000 when relations between the heads of
governments of the fourteen states of the European Union and the
Schiissel government were normalized. During this phase, another
defining character trait of Wolfgang Schiissel’s became visible: his
ability to cope with extraordinary stress and his iron will to stand up to
political pressure coming from outside the country.

In spite of this turbulent start to his chancellorship, Schiissel
remained extremely active in domestic politics. Under the motto “speed
kills,” he launched a host of political reform projects during his first year
in office. He immediately set up special commissions to deal with
restitution issues regarding former slave laborers exploited by the Nazis
on Austrian terrain during World War II and Jewish victims whose
property had been aryanized. Chancellor Schiissel was eager to remove
unacceptable old blockages of economic and social policies; he was
fighting political gridlock Austrian style. This brought out an additional
trait of Schiissel’s political leadership style: his determination to forge
ahead actively with new policies and bring about political change.
Schiissel felt that the chancellor’s office offered a much broader range of
executive leadership potential than his cautious predecessors had
practiced.

The first coalition with the FPO was short-lived. Tensions and
strategic disagreements quickly escalated in the coalition. Personnel
conflicts proliferated within the FPO primarily because the FPO did not
have a sufficient pool of politically experienced people to fill its
ministerial assignments in the coalition. This caused Schiissel in the
summer of 2002 to end prematurely the coalition government with the
FPO. During the following parliamentary elections, Schiissel’s OVP was
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triumphant in the polls. Voters catapulted the OVP from 26.9 percent to
42.3 percent of the vote, while the FPO ignominiously sank from 26.9
percent back to 10.0 percent. Coalition negotiations with the Green Party
collapsed quickly, not the least due to Schiissel’s half-hearted
negotiations. Instead, Schiissel formed a new coalition government with
the substantially weakened FPO in January 2003. No longer the junior
partner, he naturally was in a much stronger position now.

As chancellor of a coalition, which political pundits have described
as a quasi-single party government, Schiissel in record time succeeded
in speeding up his reform agenda. He launched a decisive reform of the
Austrian pension system. Some constituencies in his own electorate felt
that this pension reform was too radical. In retrospect, this 2003 pension
reform marks a turning point in the chancellorship of Wolfgang
Schiissel. Critiques of his governing style became shriller, general
discontent with his governing activities increased, and losses during
regional elections showed that unfavorable attitudes towards the OVP
were emerging across the country. The controversial pension reform of
2003 showed a further trait of Schiissel’s governing style: his tendency
for stubbornness and underestimating public moods and attitudes that
were critical and leery of his ambitious reform agenda.

In the 2006 parliamentary elections, Schiissel paid the price for his
overreaching reform agenda that was considered too ambitious in large
parts of the electorate. Losing 8 percent of its 2002 supporters, the OVP
slipped back into second place behind the SPO. Schiissel again
conducted the tough coalition negotiations. A new grand coalition
government emerged between the SPO and the OVP, but with a Social
Democratic chancellor. Chancellor Alfred Gusenbauer’s new
government only lasted for two years. While in 2007 Schiissel was
forced to relinquish his chancellorship, he did not withdraw from the
political arena altogether. In 2007/2008 he led the OVP faction in the
Austrian Parliament. Once more, he exerted great influence in the
SPO/OVP coalition government, but this time not as an executive leader
in the Ballhausplatz but as a legislative whip on the Ring. Schiissel
hereby revealed another remarkable character trait: his stoic ability to
accept personal defeats and political backlashes unperturbed.

The Schiissel era in Austria represents a remarkable time-span
regarding recent Austrian history. The lasting changes and innovations
in domestic and foreign policies directed by Schiissel’s personal and
executive leadership style are under scrutiny in these scholarly essays. It
is too early to tell how far Austria changed politically, socially, and
culturally under Schiissel’s chancellorship. Yet the constraints and
contradictions of his government’s activities are analyzed in the present
volume from different perspectives and disciplines. These essays are
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designed to be a first draft of recent history and start the debate on
Wolfgang Schiissel’s place in the post-World War II political arena.
These essays’ goal is to frame the historiographical agenda of the
Schiissel era and to initiate the conversation on Schiissel’s place in
postwar Austrian politics beyond the chatter of the pundits in the news
media. The volume is designed to offer a first assessment of Schiissel as
chancellor like earlier volumes of Contemporary Austrian Studies (CAS)
did for Chancellors Bruno Kreisky and Franz Vranitzky.

The editors have divided the fourteen essays into two sections. The
contributions in the first section deal with Wolfgang Schiissel’s political
personality and leadership style. Specific policies and policy changes are
the focus of the contributions in the second section. The legacies of the
Schiissel years are placed in context in a concluding chapter.

A special Forum on Austrian Studies Today complements the topical
essays in this volume. The Forum essays were delivered as papers at the
2008 German Studies Association meeting in St. Paul, Minnesota, in
memory of the deceased great Austrian Germanist Wendelin Schmidt-
Dengler, who had passed away in Vienna only weeks before the meeting
and who was scheduled to sit on the panel to discuss the “disturbing
creativity” in recent Austrian literature; this was the hallmark of some of
Austria’s most famous artists and writers—their inclination to irritate the
public and produce scandals. The historian Ernst Hanisch once called
this phenomenon a streak of self-hatred among Austrian intellectuals and
writers. Other essays assess the state of Austrian-Jewish studies and the
need “to reimagine Jewishness as an integral part of Austrianness and to
reimagine Austrianness as the partial product and reflection of
specifically Jewish contributions,” as Leslie Morris writes. The lively
state of Austrian literature and cultural studies in the United States,
especially as seen through the journal Modern Austrian Literature, is the
focus of another Forum essay. Yet another contribution assesses the
Austrian intellectual tradition by looking at both the relationships of
today’s little Austria to the larger historical Austria as well as Austria’s
relationship with German language and culture. As in every CAS annual
publication, book reviews and a review of Austrian politics in the year
2008 complete the volume.

Finally, we treasure the opportunity to thank the people who have
made this volume possible, first and foremost our contributors with the
timely submission of their manuscripts and their good cheer in suffering
through the extensive copy-editing process with us. Fritz Plasser has
commissioned the bulk of the topical essays. In New Orleans and at
UNO, Michael Maier from the University of Vienna, the 2008/2009
Austrian Ministry of Science dissertation fellow at CenterAustria,
addressed the daily tracking of manuscripts with wonderful efficiency
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and aplomb. We hope his own dissertation research on the challenges of
integrating returning Austrian Wehrmacht soldiers after World War 11
back into Austrian society did not suffer too much from the demands of
his job as assistant to the editors. Jennifer Shimek at Loyola University
of New Orleans performed the demanding work of copy-editing the
essays and stream-lining them to our style-sheet in a timely fashion and
with her usual superb skill and good cheer. Gertraud Griessner was
pinch-hitting when needed. In Innsbruck, Ellen Palli has produced photo-
ready copy of the final manuscripts with her usual professional skill in
spite of the numerous tables in the topical essays. Franz Mathis has
supported out endeavours when and wherever needed. Franz Mathis is
retiring from the University of Innsbruck and his job as Senate
Representative of the University of Innsbruck for the UNO partnership
treaty. He has been the most professional and helpful of colleagues. He
also helped to shepherd the publication of the volume to a new publisher
after seventeen years of publishing CAS with Transaction Publishers.

Funding for the publication of this volume has come from the
Universities of New Orleans and Innsbruck through their partnership
agreement, as well as from the Austrian Foreign Ministry through the
Austrian Cultural Forum in New York and the Marshall Plan
Anniversary Foundation in Vienna as a generous institutional supporter
of CenterAustria. Martin Rauchbauer in New York has been kind in
being our liaison with the Ministry for European and International
Affairs in Vienna and Ambassador Emil Brix.

Innsbruck/Larose, June 2009






I. PERSONALITY AND LEADERSHIP

The Political Personality of Wolfgang Schiissel

Peter Gerlich

If you cannot clothe yourself in lionskin use foxpelt.
— Gracian

Introduction

The public image of Wolfgang Schiissel is shrouded in controversy.
To some extent, this is not surprising; each and every politician, parti-
cularly if still active, has supporters and opponents. But his case seems
nevertheless a special one. As federal chancellor, he broke taboos of
traditional politics and tried to introduce change to Austrian political
culture: for many observers, patterns of far too much consensus were
replaced by controversy and even conflict in a quite unprecedented way.
Sometimes one had the impression that consociational democracy was
not so much replaced by mere political competition—which would have
been the generally more accepted mode of democratic rule—but rather,
at least as far as public debates were concerned, with something almost
approaching civil war. All that was also a consequence of a process of
transition which has not only affected the former socialist countries in
Eastern Europe, but Western and Central Europe as well.

As Wolfgang Schiissel stepped down from his last position of
power, the chair of the parliamentary caucus of the People’s Party
(Osterreichische Volkspartei, or OVP), and took his seat among the
parliamentary backbenchers, Hans Rauscher, the dean of Austrian
journalism, attempted in a brief comment to sum up the pros and cons
of the previous chancellor’s personality. According to Rauscher,
Schiissel merited a differentiated appraisal. He could on the one hand be
considered a rare politician: very intelligent, determined, even bold. On
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the other hand a certain intellectual hubris had to be noted. Schiissel had
started as a modernizer—rising up to the challenges of transition—at the
beginning by rightly privatizing the nationalized industries. He pro-
ceeded from a clearly defined vision, namely to create an Austria that
was more competitive and effective, less controlled by political officials
and big economic interest groups. However, he failed to effectively
challenge the costly governmental bureaucracy. To try to carry out re-
forms with the help of the extreme right proved, according to Rauscher,
not only a moral but also a practical impossibility and led to a cynicism
on Schiissel’s part which strongly contrasted with his more upbeat
beginnings.'

While it is certainly too early to describe and judge with anything
approaching a definitive portrait the political personality of somebody
who only recently left his high executive office and who might still
provide some political surprises, one could nevertheless contribute
towards such a picture. This article focuses on the public image of the
former chancellor in terms of the way in which he was perceived by
commentators and the general public. Therefore, after a brief summary
of Schiissel’s career, it seems appropriate to place it into the context of
experiences and challenges to which he was exposed and which to some
extent influenced his political behavior as well as to introduce some
theoretical perspectives, placing his performance into a more general
framework. Finally, a provisional scoreboard of achievements and
failures and of the contradictory judgments by which his performance
has been evaluated will be attempted.

Three main questions about Schiissel’s time in politics can be
posed. First to what extent did Schiissel succeed as a politician and to
what extent did he fail and for which reasons? Second, did he manage
during his period in office to introduce major changes in Austria? Third,
what does his experience reveal about the characteristics of the Austrian
political system in view of possible strategies for constitutional change?

An Overiew of Schiissel’s Career

With the benefit of hindsight, Wolfgang Schiissel’s political career
appears almost typical, a slow rising through the ranks. If one looks
more closely, some aspects appear rather remarkable, however.”

What might be termed his political apprenticeship started in 1968
when, after finishing the study of law, he joined the staff of the People’s
Party parliamentary party. He was just twenty-three years old and at that
time considered a bright and promising young man with considerable
intellectual capacities. Those who founded the academic discipline of
political science in Austria at that time remember that he and his
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counterpart Heinz Fischer of the Social Democrats, who worked in a
similar parliamentary role, were asked to join this effort as represen-
tatives of the two then relevant political parties.’

In 1975, Schiissel was recruited by the powerful interest represen-
tative Rudolf Sallinger as secretary general of his Business League, the
very influential representative of economic interests in the People’s
Party. This choice was unusual for several reasons. First Schiissel had
no business background, second he was at thirty-four which was quite
young for such an important position, and third he appeared if anything
relatively critical of the corporatist mentality of social partnership of
which Sallinger was an essential representative. Sallinger, however,
wanted “fresh blood” in his organization, and the two got along very
well, Sallinger serving as a kind of benevolent father figure for the
somewhat unruly younger man.* During this time, Schiissel’s political
convictions, the belief in a slim if strong state, not quite in line with
traditional corporatist concepts, was consolidated and often publicly
expressed.’

In 1979, Schiissel became a member of the Austrian Parliament, a
return to his previous place of work in a now more elevated position. He
was a devoted and very active parliamentarian and supposedly men-
tioned at some later point that the only position he ever coveted was that
of a chairman of the People’s Party parliamentary group. Party politi-
cians in Austria are culturally not supposed to show signs of ambition;
this admission on Schiissel’s part sounds a little daring in the local
context. At thirty-four, Schiissel was once again quite young to hold a
position normally only reached about a dozen or so years later.

The next essential step up the political ladder happened in 1989
when he was at age forty-four elevated to the position of a member of
the cabinet. He served first as Federal Minister of Economic Affairs,
later as Federal Minister of Foreign Affairs and as Vice-Chancellor. In
these capacities, he played a decisive role in first preparing Austria for
EU membership and then actually leading it into the Union as well as
chairing the Ministerial Council during Austria’s first EU presidency in
1998. During this time, his international reputation, which may still be
considered remarkable even today, was built up. The only slight
irritation which occurred during this time was the so-called “breakfast
affair” which consisted of a journalist publishing negative remarks about
leading German and Danish officials which Schiissel had confided to
him off the record.” It is quite possible that his earlier easygoing re-
lationship with the media suffered because of this experience. Schiissel
became more careful and maybe even taciturn.

In 1995 during one of the People’s Party’s recurrent leadership
crises, Schiissel was, at age fifty, elected chairman of the party. It was
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obvious that the party was, as usual, quite divided. Before his election
there was, as Franz Fischler recounts, not much of a discussion, “As so
often, what was not said was almost more important than what was
said,”® but afterwards Schiissel managed to consolidate the party with a
very emotional and effective speech to the nominating convention. Yet
Schiissel even joked, although more in private, that he would also soon
be thrown out again as many of his predecessors had been. Ultimately,
he would remain chairman for a record eleven years and retreat only
after losing the 2006 election and, therefore, also the position of
chancellor.

This position he reached in 2000 after actually coming in only as a
narrow third in the election of 1999. In spite of the protests of the Social
Democrats and of Federal President Thomas Klestil, who would have
preferred a continuation of grand coalition government to an uproar
among the governments of the European Union, Schiissel formed a
center right coalition with the controversial Jorg Haider of the radical
right Freedom Party (Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs, or FPO). Haider
himself did not enter the cabinet and remained in his position as
governor of the state of Carinthia. The other EU governments imposed
so-called “sanctions” on Austria, a policy of socially isolating its repre-
sentatives, measures which ultimately only strengthened the new
government at home, even if its domestic critics continuously de-
monstrated against the new “black-blue” cabinet. President Klestil
remained critical and demonstrated this by a stern demeanor when
swearing in the cabinet. As Manfried Welan has correctly noted,
something akin to an Austrian cohabitation regime was initiated when
a government was instituted on the basis of a parliamentary majority
against the explicit wishes of the president.’

By forming this controversial coalition, Schiissel certainly hoped to
be able to realize his long-standing program of reform which would not
have been possible in a traditional grand coalition. The achievement of
his strategy, first negotiating with the Social Democrats until they gave
up and then concluding an agreement with the Freedomites and forcing
a reluctant president to appoint this government, was generally con-
sidered Schiissel’s tactical masterpiece. The high ranking American
diplomat Stuart Eizenstat, who at that time negotiated with Schiissel a
resolution to the question of restitution for Jewish victims of Austrian
Nazism, expressed understanding for Schiissel’s tactics which he saw as
a means of reaching reasonable goals, “I had been in politics long
enough to know that the thirst for power at the top all too often produces
unpalatable relationships.”"

In 2002, the black-blue coalition broke up, mainly because Jorg
Haider, who had not joined the cabinet, became jealous of the relatively
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popular representatives of his party in the government. In the following
election, Schiissel managed to achieve aresounding electoral victory. As
clear winner, he had a choice of three options for forming a government
by joining with the Social Democrats, the Greens, or the FPO. To the
surprise of many including the Greens themselves, he started to
negotiate with this party. “Black-green” would have been an un-
precedented arrangement, at least on the national level. The negotiations
were taken relatively seriously, but ultimately foundered, probably
because more radical elements of the Greens did not want to com-
promise themselves. After rather perfunctory talks with the Social
Democrats, Schiissel returned to the much weakened FPO and formed
a “black-blue” coalition again, which allowed him to govern the country
until the next regularly scheduled elections in 2006."

In 2004, the FPO broke up. Haider founded a party of his own, the
Alliance for the Future of Austria (Biindnis Zukunft Osterreich, or
BZ0), which remained in the government, while the remnant FPO went
into opposition. During Schiissel’s time in office, a number of reform
measures mainly of a neoliberal orientation, especially pension reform
and the introduction of university tuition fees, were carried out. At the
same time, the Chancellor appeared to become more and more reluctant
to engage in much publicity and acquired the epithet of the “silent
chancellor” (Schweigekanzler)."

Maybe for these but also for more general reasons, Schiissel lost the
election in 2006 and stepped down both as chancellor and party
chairman, retreating to the position of chairman of the parliamentary
party."” After Jorg Haider’s death in an automobile accident, the last
hope for a possible reunification of the right-wing parties, a return to
power, and, thus, keeping his own party together vanished for Schiissel,
and he withdrew to a mere backbencher position in the Peoples Party’s
parliamentary group.

The ups and downs of Schiissel’s career can be summed up fairly
succinctly: a relatively quick rise to the top, a masterly negotiation
achievement from a position of weakness in 2000, an electoral victory
in 2002 (the meaning of which he probably overestimated), and an
electoral and political defeat in 2007 which ended the political era of
Schiissel if, indeed, it may be called an era.

Personal Character and Life Experiences
Some of Schiissel’s personality traits stand out and certainly
distinguish him from average Austrian politicians. Many observers and
commentators have noted his enormous intellectual capacities, the
tactician’s quick ability to recognize opportunities and display tenacity
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in pursuing negotiations, which often led opposition negotiators ulti-
mately to capitulate. In this, his tactical finesse appeared remarkable."

But in addition he was also a successful team player, organizing his
colleagues and supporters well, keeping a notoriously contentious party
together for arelatively long time, and demonstrating, particularly in his
earlier phases, a remarkable ability for interpersonal empathy.

At the same time, he always remained true to his convictions.
Unlike other politicians for whom it is often difficult to define what they
really believe, he always stuck to his political goal of making Austria fit
for a more competitive international environment without forgetting in
the process some of his basic conservative and Catholic values.

Schiissel could be very articulate if he chose to do so, but increa-
singly withdrew from the glare of the public limelight. To some extent,
this coincided with a very unpretentious, even lighthearted, lifestyle.
Some establishment observers noted with disdain how Schiissel would
appear without any pretensions at semiofficial occasions and how he
preserved the privacy of his family. Non-conservative commentators
remarked how Schiissel differed from many of his party colleagues: he
did not drink, did not engage in manly activities like deer hunting, and
scorned the male bonding quite usual in conservative political circles."

Speculatively, some of these traits could be seen in connection with
the milieus and experiences Schiissel went through in his youth. His
mother experienced the wages of war very intensely when she, while
being pregnant with her son, was buried for two days under the rubble
in the basement of a heavily bombed house in Vienna.'

Schiissel’s firm European convictions as a means to establish a zone
and period of peace have to be seen in this context. Schiissel’s father,
who was divorced from his mother and somewhat distant from his
family, was even further estranged from his son after the son found out
only at age sixteen that the father had been close to the Nazi party during
the war."

This also explains Schiissel’s intense involvement with questions of
restitution and compensation for Nazi victims which had been rather
neglected by earlier governments. The lack of a father figure might also
explain his relationship with Sallinger as well as a certain reluctance to
play a national father figure himself, a temptation to which some of his
predecessors had more easily succumbed. However, Schiissel certainly
is, even if this did not become obvious to the general public, a family
man, understanding women and children and working extremely well
with female collaborators and even authoring children’s books.

Education in the famous Schottengymnasium, a Catholic institution
with a liberal reputation, certainly provided an opportunity for Schiissel
to develop intellectual and organizational capacities and also provided
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a firm ideological foundation grounded in the Benedictine tradition of
this establishment. Schiissel always maintained this connection and even
periodically attended religious and spiritual seminars together with his
governmental colleagues and collaborators.'®

Schiissel’s training at the University of Vienna Law School did not
lead, as in so many other cases, to traditional authoritarian attitudes.
Rather, they gave Schiissel an understanding of legal instruments and
their limits for politics, which top politicians who have a business school
background, for example, often sadly lack.

Of great influence must also have been Catholic youth and student
organizations, which in the late 1960s, following the spirit of the time,
became quite liberal, allowing Schiissel to playact, perform as a musi-
cian, and even work as a radio commentator. These experiences were,
of course, also essential for networking on the one hand and for forming
firm political convictions on the other."”

His political career provided from the very beginning opportunities
to study different milieus and become a tactician and power broker. He
had the chance to experience, intensely study, and understand parlia-
ment, bureaucracy, political parties, and interest groups. His involve-
ment in European affairs opened his political horizon to an extent that
other national politicians maybe increasingly lack.

Some of these assumptions about personal experiences remain, of
course, speculation. Experiences form a personality only to some extent.
Any person’s character is, in a sense, a law unto itself. Schiissel’s posi-
tive personality traits can be seen in this light, just like those which led
him to make political mistakes, overestimate his own capacity and,
ultimately, face political failure.”

Professional Achievements and Failures

As head of government, Schiissel faced a considerable array of
problems and challenges. Some of them were the result of specific
Austrian traditions; others followed from the fact that the country, like
all of Europe, East and West alike, experienced (and still experience) a
period of rapid transition.

The new problems were not only the consequences of economic
globalization and international competition, but also of technological
and demographic change. Questions of regulation in fields of technolo-
gical innovation as well as problems of financing the increasing costs of
the welfare state with an aging population complicated the social
agenda. More specifically, Austria had to accommodate itself to the new
role of a member state of the European Union. The somewhat ill-advised
and also misplaced sanctions of the other EU governments did not make
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this task easier for a devoted European like Wolfgang Schiissel. The EU
sanctions had to be lifted after several months when a committee of wise
men concluded that the FPO, while not to everybody’s liking, was not
a neo-Fascist party after all. The other EU governments had to accept
that their action, even if well intentioned, had certainly not been well
informed. This was underscored the fact that of all postwar Austrian
governments, it was precisely the one suspected of neo-Fascist tenden-
cies which concluded a relatively generous program of restitution and
compensation for Austrian Nazi victims.”'

Some say Schiissel had to prove his democratic credentials and that
was certainly true, but he nevertheless indeed did attempt to rectify old
injustices. The Austrian government also performed well during its
second European presidency in 2006 and helped to take up the oppor-
tunities provided by the Union’s eastern enlargement. Likewise, the
Schiissel government at last attempted to come to grips with some of the
challenges of technological and demographical change. Wherever the
chancellor had to negotiate internationally as well as nationally, he was
often quite successful, while his appeals to the general public did not
always succeed to the same extent, if one disregards the one big elec-
toral success in 2004 which was, perhaps, more a defeat of his oppo-
nents than his own victory.

Specific traditions that party and government chairman Schiissel
had to face were the conflicts inside his own party between represen-
tatives of different interest groups or different bureaucratic departments.
Given this, he achieved a remarkably successful record. The record vis-
a-vis the other parties was much more ambivalent. Schiissel dared to
break old traditions and even taboos in attempting a different govern-
mental strategy, antagonizing not only a traditional Austrian hegemonic
alliance of social partners (the federal president and the powerful
Kronenzeitung),” but also alienating the general public who would not
follow him down these new avenues. To an extent which was surprising
to many outside observers, large sections of the public were mobilized
by his opponents to protest the legitimacy of his admittedly legal and
constitutional actions. For many Austrians, who used to equate demo-
cracy with consociationalism, Schiissel’s competitive democracy strate-
gy appeared unacceptable. In addition, this criticism implied that the
competitive democratic system of Austria’s written constitution should
be replaced by a kind of Konkordanzdemokratie, a consociational
pattern of Austria’s unwritten “real” constitution in which all relevant
political parties should by law be represented in the government.

Schiissel did not have the strength to convince critics to follow him
in his attempt to reform the country in view of changed conditions. This
became particularly obvious as regards the accusation that the new



15

government advocated policies which supposedly made Austria a “so-
cially chilly” place. Austrians, used to a relatively generous welfare
system, did not appreciate losing some of their perks, even if they were
difficult to finance. Once again, Schiissel did not successfully manage
to convince the public of the long-term reasonableness of his fiscal
measures.

An interesting question is whether Schiissel, by taking them into his
government, did “domesticate” Haider and the FPO. In the short run, he
succeeded up to a point; in a longer perspective, however, he did not,
and it remained to Haider himself to ultimately take himself—if not his
party (or even parties)—out of the game. Strangely enough, in doing so
he (probably) also ended the career of his supposed domesticator.

So, again, the record is a mixed one. Schiissel’s challenges were
many. In some respects, Schiissel succeeded; in others, he failed. In a
democratic environment, all politicians will lose the support of the
voters sooner or later. But to have tried something new before being
replaced or even having introduced a greater change of policy distin-
guishes the more successful political leader from the less successful one.

Evaluating Schiissel’s Achievements and Failures

Political theory has from its very beginnings speculated about the
qualities and requirements of the good political leader.” Max Weber in
his classical lecture of 1919 “Politics as a Vocation™** specifically de-
manded of politicians a sense of vision, a recognition of ethical respon-
sibility, and a sense of tactical proportion, “the slow drilling of heavy
logs.”* It is probable that to a great extent Wolfgang Schiissel fulfilled
these requirements.”

Recent critics of Weber have, however, pointed out that his analysis
was based on the experiences of an era which was not yet characterized
by modern mass media and a consumer oriented society. A leader
nowadays also has to define political goals, communicate with suppor-
ters and opponents, and convince others and inspire passions in order to
have a majority accept his leadership and be willing to support him or
her.”” As one political scientist has noted, a precondition for electoral
success today is that politicians have to demonstrate charisma, not
necessarily to have it, but to act convincingly as if they had.”® These
requirements were only partially fulfilled by Wolfgang Schiissel.

A study of the role of heads of government in Europe after the
Second World War showed that leaders who were considered not only
mere politicians but also statesmen were both able to organize and
negotiate (often behind closed doors) and also to appeal successfully to
the public and to convince them to accept the policies thus organized
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and negotiated.” Statesmen who exercise effective leadership™ in
contrast to mere politicians have to play two roles; they have to be both
chairmen and chieftains, or to use a very traditional metaphor, foxes as
well as lions.”" To be only one or the other means not to rise to great-
ness. In all countries, one does find mere chairmen, but also mere chief-
tains. But in every country, politicians who were considered the most
successful leaders were also considered effective in both respects.
Schiissel certainly has been a remarkable organizer and an even more
remarkable negotiator. His tactical skill in his role of chief executive
was surprising, but he lacked or maybe chose to lack the capacity to
lead, to convince, to mobilize the passions of his fellow citizens. He did
this even less toward the end of his term of office, maybe more at the
beginning. He seemed to have been convinced, especially after his elec-
toral success in 2002, that the public would trust him and follow him not
matter what. But it did not work out like that.

One should, however, not underestimate the achievement of being
a good chairman under present day political conditions in Europe where,
according to many observers, government is replaced by governance.”
Traditional forms of top-down decision making, even inside the govern-
ment, no longer work. Governmental institutions have to be continuous-
ly reformed and made more efficient. Multilevel politics means that
politicians have to coordinate different levels of formulating and
implementing policies, especially on both the European and the do-
mestic level. The state has to slim down and allow market forces to
work—an assumption that more recently has been somewhat called into
question. Additionally, modern techniques of political management have
to be applied. In all these respects, Wolfgang Schiissel was rather
successful. In particular, his capacity to succeed in multilevel gover-
nance was considerable and is illustrated by the fact that his interna-
tional reputation, even today, remains high.

So why did he ultimately fail in the sense of not inspiring the
Austrian electorate to further support his successful achievements in
organizing and managing the complex governance process? One should
not underestimate the strength of the resistance to change in a very
traditional society such as Austria. The long-lasting practice of
consociational and corporatist politics does not easily allow politicians
to mobilize a majority as happens in other Western democracies that
have practiced competitive democracy and applied a different electoral
system for a longer time. A majority electoral system instead of propor-
tional representation might have provided the kind of clear support and
mandate for the chief executive that would have been needed in order to
successfully carry out far-reaching plans of reform. Moreover, as has
been pointed out above, to be in office means sooner or later creating a
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negative majority of voters dissatisfied by one measure or the other.
There is a political shelf-life to every government. Comprehensive com-
parative studies of Western democracies have shown that the chances of
reelection have, on the average, been reduced over time. Voters have
become more critical, more volatile, and expect change almost for
change’s sake.” Finally, close observers of Schiissel have noted that
being successful in 2002 had set in motion an overestimation of his own
capacities, a certain form of hubris.** Power corrupts, even if it’s not
absolute.” Even a modest and intellectually capable person like
Wolfgang Schiissel may have fallen prey to that tendency, not having
tried hard enough and likewise not having changed his somewhat
exhausted team before the 2006 showdown. ™

To sum up the achievements and the failures of Wolfgang Schiissel,
on the positive side one can say that he pursued with tenacity a political
program of consequence which seemed reasonable to many observers
and stuck to it even against the feelings of vocal sectors of the public
and even against the powerful rainbow press’’—something that cannot
be said about some of his successors. He proved a superior tactician and
negotiator, especially on the European level. He exhibited an unusual
amount of political spontaneity and, at the same time, personal modesty.
Stuart Eizenstat came to appreciate him: “Despite his slight build his
energy, intelligence and intensity made him a significant presence.”**
About the restitution negotiations, Eizenstat testifies, “He truly wanted
a solution and was acting in a political environment that was (very)
difficult.””

On the other hand, Schiissel broke a political taboo by governing
with political outsiders which ultimately did lead to his downfall. But he
tried to do something new, to introduce change in a very inflexible
political environment. He failed to communicate successfully with the
public, or out of a certain sense of hubris choose not to do so. In addi-
tion, he could not really overcome the opposition to his policy goals at
home.

Has Schiissel succeeded in changing Austria? To some extent, yes.
His policies and the forces mobilized by EU membership and increased
internationalization have changed structures and attitudes. Privatization
has progressed even if presently, under the impression of the economic
crises, the clock may, as in other sectors, be turned back. The pension
system has been reformed up to a point. But many areas still remain
resistant to change. Constitutional reform and the reorganization of fe-
deralism and of certain sectors of the state bureaucracy have not
succeeded. No effective new start has been possible in the education
system or as regards research and development.* On the political level,
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Austria has returned to a grand coalition government which to an almost
absurd extent woos the rainbow press and is supported by it.

In a recent essay, Manfried Welan has in comparative perspective
reflected about possible alternative major reforms of the Austrian
constitutional system which certainly relate to Schiissel’s successes and
failures as chief executive.* He made clear that Schiissel proved, as had
been shown in France twenty years before, that in a semipresidential
system, a parliamentary majority can overrule an unwilling president
and establish a regime of cohabitation. So semipresidentialism works
and need not be changed. However, it is also obvious that the introduc-
tion of a majority electoral system such as in the United Kingdom would
make it much easier to give a chief executive a clear mandate to
introduce reforms (which Schiissel never received), butalso allow voters
to hold the chief executive fully responsible at the next elections.
Finally, if, on the other hand, a Konkordanzsystem, a consociational
constitution as in Switzerland, would be introduced (because as the
strong opposition to Schiissel has demonstrated, this corresponds to a
strongly held conviction in Austrian political culture) then, of course, the
other aspect of the Swiss system such as the intensive emphasis on
referendums would be necessary in order to keep the government
democratically responsible. For all this finesse in short-term tactical
matters, Schiissel did not take up these reforms which, in a long-term
perspective, would have made the political system much more efficient
and more democratic at the same time.

The problem is, however, that under the new situation of global
economic crisis conditions have not become easier, but more difficult.
International competition will not decrease, but increase.*”” Austria will
need political leadership and ingenuity even more than before, maybe
more than Wolfgang Schiissel could provide, but certainly not less.
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Rollercoaster: Schiissels’ Electoral
(Mis)fortunes and the Dynamics
of Public Approval

Fritz Plasser and Peter A. Ulram

Wolfgang Schiissel’s political career and the electoral performance
of the Austrian People’s Party (Osterreichische Volkspartei, or OVP)
between 1995, the year in which Schiissel took over the party chair, and
2006, the year when an electoral defeat ended his chancellorship,
compare to a political rollercoaster ride. Under Schiissel’s leadership,
the OVP fell to third place among Austria’s major political parties for
the first time in 1999, rose in 2002 after a fulminant election victory to
become the strongest party by far, and fell again back to the second
place behind the Social Democratic Party of Austria (Sozialdemo-
kratische Partei Osterreichs, or SPO) in 2006." Twice Schiissel termi-
nated the government coalition prematurely. In 1995, he canceled the
great coalition with the SPO on short notice, thereby provoking early
elections which, however, did not bring the expected gains for the OVP.
In 2002, he terminated the coalition partnership again in face of chaotic
controversies within the Freedom Party of Austria (Freiheitliche Partei
Osterreichs, or FPO) and called for new elections which brought
him—in contrast to the year 1995—a triumphal election victory.

After the parliamentary elections of 1999 that ended with an
electoral disaster for both the SPO and OVP, Schiissel decided to form
a coalition government with Jorg Haider’s FPO and took over the
chancellorship in 2000. After thirty years, the OVP became the
chancellor party again due to Schiissel. In May 1995, when Schiissel
took over the party chair of the OVP, the party had a voting share of
27.7 percent according to the results of the elections in 1994. In 1995,
this share rose slightly to 28.3 percent.” In 1999, the OVP fell back again
t0 26.9 percent.’ In 2002, the OVP rose again under Chancellor Schiissel
to ashare of 42.3 percent and became the clearly strongest parliamentary
party.* In 2006, after a loss of 8.0 percent of the votes, the party fell back
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again to 34.3 percent and landed slightly behind the SPO (35.3 percent),
which now placed the chancellorship in the SPO’s hands.’

Between 1995 and 2006, Schiissel had three SPO chairs as his
competitors: Chancellor Franz Vranitzky (1995-1997), Chancellor
Viktor Klima (1997-1999), and chair of the oppositional SPO Alfred
Gusenbauer (2000-2006). As vice-chancellor and chancellor, Schiissel
has been part of three coalition governments. As vice-chancellor, he
governed between 1995 and 1999 in a grand coalition government with
the SPO. As chancellor, he led a coalition with the FPO from 2000 to
2002, which he continued until 2006, although he was forced to base this
coalition between 2005 and 2006 on the Alliance for the Future of
Austria (Biindnis Zukunft Osterreich, or BZO), an offshoot party
founded by Haider after the break-up of the FPO.

His relationship to the European Union was also characterized by
several ups and downs. In 1994, Schiissel belonged to the core of the
team negotiating the modalities of Austria’s admission to the European
Union (EU) and was highly engaged in the accession which occurred in
1995. In 2000, being chancellor of a coalition government between the
OVP and FPO, he had to cope with the sanctions imposed by the EU14
and the break-up of communication with the EU elites. After the
termination of the sanctions, Schiissel not only returned as chief of
government to the circle of the EU elites, but also engaged himself anew
in a deepening of European integration and the enlargement of the
European Union. Political, personal, and electoral (mis)fortunes charac-
terize the Schiissel years in Austria. In the center of this essay stands the
public perception of Schiissel, the dynamics and the cycles of public
approval, and his image with the Austrian voters. How did the approval
ratings for Schiissel change over the course of time, how satisfied was
the population with his government’s activity, which attributes primarily
determined Schiissel’s public persona, and what did the image of
Chancellor Schiissel mean for the election successes and defeats—those
are the central questions to be analyzed in the following sections.

Schiissel’s Public Approval

Schiissel started his political career as secretary general of the
Osterreichische Wirtschaftsbund (the representation of business in the
OVP) and was elected a member of parliament in 1979. He became well
known in the party and by a wider public for his innovative approach to
economic policy, in particular, by asking for economic liberalization and
a re-dimensioning of state interventionism. Thus he was considered a
politician who challenged traditional concepts albeit doing so while
being firmly rooted within the established party structure. At a time of
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severe problems in the state-owned industries and growing dissatis-
faction with the increasing burden of taxation as well as the distribution
of taxpayer’s money,’ this image contributed to his enjoying a high
degree of public approval. During his time as minister of economics and
trade, nearly six out of ten respondents had a good opinion of Schiissel,
while only about one-quarter held a bad one. However, the premature
elections of 1995 did not result in the lead that the OVP desired, and his
previous election as party chairman had been accompanied by con-
siderable internal conflicts. His public rating then declined sharply,
never again to reach the positive levels of the previous years.

The late 1990s were characterized by the rise of the right-wing
populist FPO under Haider and of oppositional parties in general which
meant a sound electoral defeat of both the SPO and the OVP in 1999,
catapulting the FPO to the position of the second largest party. Schiissel
responded to this challenge which came as a shock to the great majority
of the party leadership —in an active, if controversial, way—by forming
a coalition with the FPO and taking over the position of federal chancel-

Table 1
Schiissel’s Public Rating, 1989-2006, in Percentage and
Percentage Point Difference (PPD)*

Year Good Opinion No Good Opinion PPD
1989 49 24 25
1990 50 28 22
1991 57 26 31
1992 58 24 34
1993 59 26 33
1994 60 26 34
1996 50 50 +0
1997 56 40 16
1998 50 40 10
2000 49 42 7
2001 45 41 4
2002 43 46 -3
2003 33 55 -22
2004 42 44 -2
2005 44 47 -3
2006 53 41 12

*Average values per year.

Source: GfK Austria, National Surveys (1989-2006).
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lor. As aconsequence, neither the electoral misfortune nor the following
sanctions of the EU 14 which had to be abandoned after a few months
left a lasting impact on his public approval. Actually the latter might
have proven helpful for the chancellor who presented himself as a strong
and tough national leader keeping at bay overly nationalistic outbreaks
(of the FPO).

Contrary to a rather agitated media and intellectual discourse in
Austria and abroad and a series of protest activities organized mostly by
the (now oppositional) SPO and smaller left-wing groups, the majority
of the electorate responded to the formation of the OVP-FPO coalition
in a moderate way. The predominant wait-and-see attribute’ was also
reflected in a slightly positive evaluation of the new government in its
first year: 52 percent declared satisfaction with the performance of the
coalition, while 46 percent took a negative view. Conflicts within the
government as well as in the FPO led to an erosion of consensus, but the
opposition parties could not take full advantage of this because these
parties, especially the Social Democrats, had great difficulties coming
to terms with the new political situation. As a matter of fact, the great
bulk of irritated FPO voters (who had voted for political change in 1999
but not for continuous strife and often inexperienced and unprepared
FPO ministers) deserted their former party for the OVP rather than the
SPO in the 2002 elections. Nevertheless, many people had looked for
something else and when—after the failure of the negotiations with the
Greens—the old coalition was installed again, these expectations
remained disappointed.

More important, however, were the effects of arestrictive budgetary
politics, cuts in social welfare, and, most of all, the pension reform of
2003. The latter was not only badly communicated, but the initial pro-
posals were also generally seen as causing unacceptable social hard-
ships. Not surprisingly, the public reaction proved to be overly critical,
and the country witnessed its first large-scale strike in many years.
Subsequent modifications smothered many of the measures, but not the
negative impact on the popularity of the government. Satisfaction with
the government fell to a (up to then) historical low of 32 percent with 67
percent expressing dissatisfaction.

Even though there was an improvement in the following years—
also partly due to the economic recovery—negative votes outweighed
positive ones at the eve of the 2006 elections.

These developments also overshadowed Schiissel’s personal ratings.
In 2003, the share of “good opinion” fell to a mere 33 percent with a
slow upward trend thereafter. The year 2006 saw a further increase of
good opinions about the chancellor and a concomitant decrease of bad
opinions, but the ground for the electoral misfortune of the coming
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autumn had already been laid. The elections of 2006 were much less a
plebiscite about the person of the chancellor than an expression of
diffuse discomfort with the main governing party, the OVP.

Table 2
Satisfaction with Government Coalition (OVP-FPO/BZ0), 2000-2006,
in Percentage and Percentage Point Difference (PPD)*

Year Satisfied Not Satisfied PPD
2000 52 46 +6
2001 48 49 -1
2002 46 51 -5
2003 32 67 -45
2004 37 59 -22
2005 36 61 -25
2006/1* quarter 38 58 -18
2006/2™ quarter 42 54 -12

*Annual or quarterly averages

Source: GfK Austria, National Surveys (2000-2006).

Candidate Image: Schiissel’s Public Persona

Only a few voters get an opportunity to meet their party’s top
candidate personally. The great majority of voters gains their picture of
the top candidate from information and impressions communicated via
the mass media. These perceptions of the chancellor candidates are
called candidate images. They are multi-dimensional concepts including
evaluative components both on the cognitive and affective level.
According to Oscar Gabriel and Katja Neller,® candidate images relate
to three aspects on which voters judge them: the overall judgment about
the candidates, the evaluation of their personality characteristics, and an
evaluation of their political competence or politically relevant attributes.
Generally, candidate images refer to “issue positions, character traits and
are likely to include psychical appearance, style of communication, and
nonverbal behavior.”” For Anthony King, candidate images are a re-
ference to four attributes of party leaders or presidential candidates:
“their physical appearance, their native intelligence, their character or
temperament, and their political style.”"

While King reduces the concept of candidate image mostly to per-
sonal traits, character, integrity, and personal qualities and style, Frank
Brettschneider and Kenneth Hacker also consider perceptions of issue-
related competence of a leader as central components of candidate
image.'' In fact, numerous studies point to considerable message-image
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interactions,'” just as candidate images and party images affect each
other. Brettschneider differentiates between four dimensions of candi-
date image: the evaluation of political viewpoints and the ability for the
solution of concrete problems, the qualities of leadership (leadership
strength, decision making, and power to act and persuade), personal
integrity (honesty, reliability, trustworthiness) and non-political attri-
butes (looks, charisma, age, and social background).13 Table 3 is based
on this typology and presents the public perception of Wolfgang
Schiissel from his time as vice-chancellor in a grand coalition under
Chancellor Vranitzky (1996) and Chancellor Klima (1998) as well as
Schiissel’s image as chancellor in a small coalition with the FPO (2000-
2004).

In 1996, primarily three attributes defined the public image of
Schiissel: his competence in economic questions, his ability to represent
Austria’s interests in Europe, and the courage to make unpopular
decisions which was credited to him. At that time, Schiissel was res-
ponsible for the Department of Economy and Trade and had only in
1995 taken over the OVP party chair and, succeeding Erhard Busek, also
the position of vice-chancellor in the grand coalition. Only few months
later, he canceled the cooperation with the SPO on account of
considerable disagreements in budgetary policies and called for new
elections which, however, did not result in the hoped for gains. Schiissel
had to accept a meager increase of only 0.5 percent, while the SPO and
Chancellor Vranitzky gained 3.2 percent. Two years later, the image of
Schiissel in the perception of the public had not essentially changed.
Competence in matters of economy as well as the representation of
Austrian interests in Europe were central image qualities of the OVP
vice-chancellor, who in the meantime had changed from the Department
of Economic Affairs to the Department of Foreign Affairs in 1998.
Leadership qualities were less ascribed to him in 1998 than only two
years earlier. His public appearance in the dimensions of integrity and
trustworthiness as well as personal qualities and style continued to be
less pronounced characteristics.
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Table 3
Schiissel’s Public Image, 1996-2004, in Percentage of Responses

Describes Wolfgang Schiissel Vice- Vice-

according to interviewed Chancellor Chancellor Chancellor Chancellor
persons 1996 1998 2000 2004
Dimension: Competence

Knows a lot about the economy 44 41 30 29
Esgé;see\r;tesl {Austria’ s interests in 39 35 33 23
i)sr s&l: 1:1(; cope with serious 18 7 24 21
ggl\f::ncezge that Austria is well NA NA 24 18
Dimension: Leadership qualities

g;;si Stiloenzourage for unpopular 37 16 41 36
Gives clear directions 25 11 21 22
Has real leadership qualities 17 5 18 14
Has a forceful impact 17 22 21 26
Dimension: Integrity, trustworthiness

Stands up for what he says 19 13 18 15
Trustworthy 18 12 18 15
Understands people’s problems 13 13 17 8
Dimension: Personal attributes

Makes an appealing impression 18 18 23 18
Looks good on TV 23 23 23 26

NA: not applicable

Source: GfK Austria, National Surveys (1995-2004).

Leadership and his somehow less prominent competence cha-
racterized Schiissel’s public image in 2004, too. Attributes relating to
trustworthiness and understanding of people’s problems continued to be
less pronounced. Schiissel was perceived as a leading chancellor, but not
as a caring leader. In 2002, Schiissel celebrated an overwhelming
electoral success and led the OVP to first place with a gain of 15.4
percent which led to a further rise of his leadership image. However, the
forceful course of reforms and partially drastic changes in pension
policies and the social system left its traces on the public’s perception
of Schiissel."* In 2004, only 8 percent of interviewed persons believed
that Schiissel was able to understand the needs and problems of the
people. His leadership by conviction was opposed by a deficit of caring
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compassion, which was to contribute to his loss of votes and the end of
his chancellorship in the campaign of 2006.

During the campaign of 2006, the OVP and SPO not only competed
with different issues and profiles of competence regarding voter-relevant
problems, but also with chancellor candidates whose images were
defined by different strengths. These differences in the appearance of the
two chancellor candidates become visible in their evaluations. Schiissel
was, compared to Gusenbauer, perceived as politically more experienced
by far, a person who knows his way in European politics, has the
required strength of leadership, and keeps a clear head, even in difficult
situations. He was seen as considerably more powerful than Gusenbauer,
was believed to make a much better appearance on television, and
signaled the courage for decisive actions. While the public image of the
acting chancellor focused upon leadership, strength, competence, and
resilience in crises, so was the image of Gusenbauer primarily cha-
racterized by social competence (strives for social balance, meets the
needs of people, and understands their problems). Apart from this social
competence and affinity to the citizens, which harmonized with public
opinion and appealed to the large-scale expectations of the population,
the data also points out pronounced deficits in all dimensions relating to
leadership strength and competence of decision making and crisis
management. A strong leadership personality—the acting chancellor—
was therefore confronted with a challenger who was reflecting social
expectations, promising not primarily leadership, but caring understan-
ding. This was the central polarity of the campaign for chancellor and
the choice given to primarily personality-oriented voters.

The relevance of the polarity of the two chancellor images is clearer
if a closer look is taken at the changes in the appearance of both candi-
dates. In January 2006, 59 percent were under the impression that Gu-
senbauer cared about the needs of people. Four years earlier, only 41
percent had this impression. On the other hand, only 32 percent still
believed that Schiissel met the needs of the people. During the campaign
of 2002, this was still the opinion of 48 percent of voters. In the
estimation of the electorate, a chancellor in a leading role had apparently
distanced himself too much from the emotional needs of the people,
while his challenger signaled—despite having less leadership strength,
but based on the image of his party—more concern about everyday
problems.
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Table 4
Images of Chancellor Candidates in 2002 and 2006, in Percentage of Responses
Quality Schiissel Schiissel ~ Gusenbauer Gusenbauer
2002 2006 2002 2006
Has political experience 85 81 11 14
Has better appearance on TV 70 67 18 24
K.eep§ a clear head in difficult 70 70 19 »
situations
fAble to r(?present Austria’s 68 67 4 3
interests in Europe well
Has a strong, forceful impact 61 68 28 25
Has courage to decisive 57 61 31 33
action
Presents clear goals for 56 58 32 32
Austria
Can be trusted 51 43 31 40
Meets the needs of people 48 32 41 59
Understands people’s NA 23 NA 67
problems
Takes care of social balance NA 21 NA 73

NA: not applicable
Source: GfK Austria, National Surveys (2002-2006).

The influence of issue-oriented attitudes and expectations on the
images of the candidates makes the quantification of the importance of
candidates’ personalities upon the voting decision quite difficult because
it depends not only on the attractiveness of the preferred candidate but
also on the acceptability of his party. If voters decisively refuse to vote
for a particular party, they also vote against it if they prefer its
candidate.” This tendency can be seen in the data regarding a (hypo-
thetical) direct vote for a chancellor. If it had been possible to vote for
a chancellor directly, 49 percent would have chosen Schiissel and only
40 percent Gusenbauer. However, taking a closer look, Schiissel’s
chancellor-bonus has to be differentiated by party defectors and
newcomers.

Every second party defector from the OVP or from the SPO
preferred as chancellor not the candidate of the party for which the
person actually voted, but the chancellor-candidate of the party he or she
voted against. As much as 7 percent of the SPO voters would not have
elected the chancellor candidate of their own party if they could have
voted directly for the chancellor. However, it was not the chancellor
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candidates but the parties with issue-oriented profiles of achievement
and competence that were up for election, and they finally determined
the results. The strength in Schiissel’s image for the voting decision of
OVP voters were clearly more relevant than the strength in Gusen-
bauer’s image for SPO voters. While 24 percent of the OVP voters
primarily oriented themselves on the personality of the OVP chancellor
candidate, the same was only true for 8 percent of the SPO voters. SPO
voters obviously placed more importance on their expectations of issue
competence regarding problems of high importance to them, rather than
on the personality of the top candidate. Therefore, the highest share of
issue-oriented voters can be found among SPO voters, while OVP voters
by comparison have the lowest share of primarily issue-oriented voters.

The Chancellor’s lack of sensibility for everyday social problems,
support of drastic reform measures, and projection of a leadership style
which was interpreted as aloof led to a loss of 8 percent for the OVP, a
loss of first place, and the end of the six-year chancellorship of
Wolfgang Schiissel. This defeat did not come as a surprise. Prior to the
campaign, 80 percent of the people interviewed had mentioned
Schiissel’s lack of concern for the socially underprivileged as a reason
for ending his chancellorship, 69 percent referred to his tendency to
make decisions alone, and 67 percent to his readiness to make deep cuts
in social payments; considerable groups of OVP voters agreed with this
criticism of the content and style of Schiissel’s chancellorship. In 2006,
Schiissel’s leadership strength could no longer compensate for these
weaknesses in his image as had been the case in 2002. Policy-related
image traits played a more important role for the evaluation of candidate
images than questions of style, personal qualities, and performance on
TV. The dynamics and trends of Schiissel’s public perception confirm
the evidence from several studies which conclude “that issues of
performance and issues of policy loom much larger in most voters’
minds than do issues of personality.”"®

Candidate Voting: Personalization of the Voting Decision

The concentration of election campaigns on the image and
performance of top candidates, increasing personalization of campaign
reporting in the mass media, and higher importance of candidate-
centered motives for voting decisions are part of the standard diagnoses
of a progressive Americanization of the political competition in
Austria."” In fact, campaign strategists tend to stress factors like their
candidates’ image, credibility, and strength in decision making. These
election campaigns concentrate on the personality and image of top
candidates not only in the United States, but also in countries with party-
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list voting systems as in the majority of Western European states.
Attentive observers of the campaign practices in Western Europe, where
proportional representation is the predominant election formula and the
decisive vote is given to the party, speak of a trend of presidentialization
of European parliamentary campaigns in the sense of moving away from
party-centered election campaigns toward media-centered personality
campaigns.'®

Far more differentiation is applied by election research toward the
value and importance of candidate-oriented election motives. Contro-
versy exists among election researchers about whether the share of
personality voters actually increased during the past years and whether
personality attributes of candidates have gained importance in voters’
decisions; mostresearchers warn against an overestimation of candidate-
oriented election motives.'” The cautious restraint of election research
toward the actual importance of candidate voting also becomes under-
standable in the light of trends in Austrian election studies. Since the
middle of the 1980s, the share of primarily candidate-motivated voters
did not rise, but drop. While in 1986, 45 percent of the voters still
mostly named the image and personality of the top candidates of the
chosen party as the main cause for their voting decision; in 2002, such
voters amounted to only 30 percent of the electorate and in 2006 only 16
percent.”’

Apparently the trend to candidate voting depends upon the per-
sonalities offered by political parties; the attraction, competence, and
credibility of individual top candidates; and the degree of perso-
nalization of the strategies of communication and election campaigning.
If several parties have politically attractive top candidates and focus
their campaign strategies primarily upon the public image of their top
candidates, the share of candidate-oriented voters increases, too. If,
however, there is a lack of candidates who are convincing via the mass
media and if controversial issues and policies are at the center of the
campaign with individual parties placing more importance upon the
problem solving competence assigned to their parties, then the share of
candidate-motivated voters will subsequently be lower. As a conse-
quence, the shares of candidate-motivated voters will vary between the
party electorates depending upon their current strategic competitive
position. In 1986, the SPO focused its campaign primarily on the image
and alleged competence of Chancellor Vranitzky who had only been in
office for four months. At that time, for 61 percent of the SPO voters the
personality of the SPO top candidate was the primary reason for their
personal voting decision, while only 28 percent of the OVP voters
pointed out that the OVP top candidate had been the reason for their
choice of party. In 1986, 71 percent of those voting for the FPO referred



32 The Schiissel Era in Austria

to Haider, who had only taken over the party chair a few weeks prior to
election day; he was to shape decisively the image and appearance of the
newly formed FPO regarding strategy and style in the following election
campaigns, too.

The growth of candidate voting can also be seen as an indicator for
cycles of the elective attraction of individual candidates. While in 1986
61 percent of the SPO voters primarily gave the personality of Vranitzky
as the main reason for their choice, in 1995—in spite of additional gains
for the SPO—only 37 percent of SPO voters could be classified as
candidate-motivated voters. In 2002, only 23 percent of SPO voters
stated that the personality of their top candidate, Gusenbauer, had been
the decisive reason for their choice.” Issue- and party-competence (70
percent), factors guided by traditions and interests (56 percent), and
tactical considerations regarding coalitions (38 percent) were more
relevant for the SPO voters in 2002 than factors referring to the per-
sonality of the candidate. In 2006, only 8 percent of the SPO voters
named the chancellor candidate of the SPO, Alfred Gusenbauer, as a
central election motive, but 53 percent of the SPO voters mentioned
current issues as main reason for their voting decision.

The development of candidate-motivated voting took a different
course within the OVP electorate. In 1990 under Josef Riegler, only 19
percent of the OVP voters referred to the personality of the top candidate
as reason for their choice, and this share of candidate-motivated OVP
voters reached an even lower value with Busek as the top candidate in
1994; however, the share of OVP candidate voters reached the highest
value up to that date under Schiissel with 37 percent in 1995. During the
election of 1999 when the OVP received its worst result to date with a
share of only 26.9 percent, only 22 percent of OVP voters could still be
classified as Schiissel voters. In 2002, 36 percent of the OVP voters
referred to the personality of the OVP chancellor as the reason for their
party choice. Although the OVP campaign had almost exclusively
focused upon the image of the chancellor, issues and party competences
(62 percent) and traditional party allegiance and interests (55 percent)
still were more widespread reasons for the election decision of OVP
voters than primarily personality-oriented factors. This does not lower
the factual communicative and mobilizing effect of the personality of
the chancellor as represented in the mass media, but relativizes simple
explanations about the voter decision in 2002 as exclusively personality-
related. Also in 2006, the OVP campaign was focused upon the image
and leadership qualities of Schiissel with the candidate standing in the
center of the election campaign. Yet the image and personality of
Schiissel only turned out to be the central election motive for 24 percent
of the OVP voters.
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The available data trends also relativize the widespread assumption
that non-party-affiliated swing-voters orient themselves more strongly
on the profiles of candidates and personality attributes than party-
affiliated core voters.”> With 30 percent, the share of candidate-moti-
vated voters among swing-voters is congruent with the share of
candidate voters among core-voters, whereby OVP newcomers oriented
themselves tendentially more on the personality of Schiissel than did
SPO newcomers on the personality of the top candidate Gusenbauer. In
2006, 51 percent of the candidate voters elected the OVP, only 18
percent the SPO, 14 percent the Greens, and only 8 percent the FPO. At
the parliamentary election in 1999, however, 31 percent of the
candidate-motivated voters had chosen the FPO, 34 percent the SPO,
and only 17 percent the OVP.

In 2006, the issue-oriented voter was the most represented type of
voter by far. At that time, 47 percent could be classified as primarily
oriented on issue competence of the chosen party. With a share of 37
percent, traditional voters, for whom the party’s affinity to the past and
group-specific identities determined the election decision, were the next
largest group of voters. The type of the personality-oriented voter
followed in third place with a share of 16 percent. Three-quarters of the
personality-oriented voters were party-affiliated core voters of a parti-
cular party. Among the swing-voters, only 14 percent of candidate-
oriented voters primarily felt attracted by the top candidate of their
chosen party at the parliamentary elections in 2006, but more than 20
percent mentioned criticism of leading politicians of the parties for
which they declined to vote.” The personality of both chancellor
candidates undoubtedly influenced the voting decision in 2006 and
favored more strongly the chances for electing the OVP rather than the
SPO. However, the more issue orientations and expectations of content
gained importance for voters’ party choice, the weaker the influence of
personality and chancellor preference became upon the final voting
decision.

Conclusion

The last two decades saw profound changes of the Austrian party
system. Structural and affective ties between voters and parties
weakened and were accompanied by a considerable confidence gap.*
Voters began to strengthen new parties like the Greens or old parties
which had adapted a populist style (FPO, BZO). Although both
traditional parties suffered from these developments, the OVP was more
vulnerable since it was hampered by its difficult position as the minor
partner in the “grand” (SPO-OVP) coalition—getting most of the blame
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but little of the praise—and the dominance of corporatist and regional
interests in the party organization.

Table 5
Indications of Political Change in Austria, 1979-2008, in Percent

Group 1979 1986 1990 1994/ 1999 2001/ 2006 2008
5 2
Traditional Voters* 56 39 34 31 26 25 24 18
Party Members 23 23 18 13 n.a. 15 12 12
Mobile Voters** 16 18 26 44 46 53 60 n.a.
Party Changers** 7 16 17 19 18 24 25 28
OVP Share of Valid
- 419 413 321 277 269 423 343 260
Vote*##*
OVP and SPO Share
92.9 84.4 74.9 62.6 60.1 78.7 69.6 55.3
of Valid Vote****
FPO and BZO Share

. 6.1 9.7 16.6 22.5 26.9 10.0 16.1 28.2
of Valid Vote****

Other Parties” Share

£ Valid Vote*## 1.0 5.8 8.7 15.0 13.1 11.1 15.2 16.5
of Valid Vote**

*voters who always vote for the same party even if they sometimes do not agree with the
party’s position or actions; **voters who have already shifted from one party to another
1n national or regional elections; ***national elections 1979, 1986, 1994, 1999, 2002,
2006, 2008; ****voters who changed their vote with respect to the prior national
election

Source: GfK Austria, Representative Surveys or Exit Polls (1979-2008).

Schiissel, who had started his political career as an advocate for
sectoral reforms and a supporter of the grand coalition evidently became
aware of the restrictions inherent in these positions and looked for new
options. His first try did not bring the desired results and led to a
deterioration of his formerly high sympathy ratings. Four years later, the
move to form a coalition with the FPO proved more successful. It made
him chancellor and brought the OVP into a much better strategic
position, especially since the FPO once in government could not deliver
what it had promised when in opposition. Yet what the chancellor lost
in popularity, he gained in leadership. His second term in office after the
landslide victory of 2002 was characterized by a strong emphasis on
reform politics and a pointed pro-European agenda. This focus, how-
ever, came with a price: real or imagined losers of cuts in the social
welfare and pension system deserted the OVP, first in the polls and later
in the polling booths. Furthermore, Schiissel’s personal leadership style
led to friction with some of the “big players” in the party, and his



35

relationship with the media was anything but a close one. Schiissel was
considered a strong and determined political leader, but not a “com-
passionate conservative.” Even though he passed the party leadership to
Wilhelm Molterer after the electoral misfortune of 2006, he remained an
important figure in the OVP until the party’s even greater defeat in
2008.

Considering the political developments prior to, during, and after
Schiissel’s leadership, “rollercoaster” is more than a description of his
personal fortunes and misfortunes, but a general characteristic of
Austrian politics in the recent past (and probably the near future).
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Schiissel and the Media:
An Ambivalent Relationship

Giinther Lengauer

The first televised pictures of the new coalition government
between the conservative Austrian People’s Party (Osterreichische
Volkspartei, or OVP) and the right-wing populist Austrian Freedom
Party (Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs, or FPO) headed by Chancellor
Wolfgang Schiissel on 4 February 2000 were more than critical and
anything but a good start. In front of the Office of the Chancellor, on the
Ballhausplatz in Vienna, thousands of strident demonstrators gathered
to protest the swearing-in of the OVP-FPO coalition. Consequently, the
designated members of the new government had to take a subterranean
passage to get to the inauguration ceremony at the president’s residence,
the Hofburg. Additionally, during the preceding weeks the largest
Austrian newspaper, Neue Kronen Zeitung, with a daily readership of
about three million people and, thus, more than 40 percent of the
population at that time, had heavily criticized Wolfgang Schiissel for
planning this coalition between Schwarz and Blau' with headlines such
as “Public Anger Hits Schiissel”* (26 January 2000). On 13 January, the
chief editor of the Neue Kronen Zeitung, Hans Dichand, wrote an
editorial under the pseudonym CATO: “The majority of the population
that opposes the OVP-FPO coalition is disregarded by Schiissel. How
can this thrive?”

Not only CATO and his Kronen Zeitung journalists cultivated a
distant relationship with Chancellor Schiissel in their journalistic
treatment of him. During his chancellorship, Wolfgang Schiissel was
also disparagingly labeled (ambiguously referring both to the title of his
favorite book as well as his shortness) as “The Little Prince” (der kleine
Prinz) as many as ninety times in the Austrian media (newspapers,
magazines, radio, and television). Moreover, Chancellor Schiissel’s
relationship with the Austrian media faced an acid test and was seriously
dulled even before the pictures of the demonstrations where aired; in
fact, this occurred years before he became chancellor. On 3 July 1997,
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the daily quality paper Salzburger Nachrichten ran “Wolfgang Schiissel
Lies” as its editorial headline on the front page referring to the so-called
“breakfast affair” (Friihstiicksaffdre). At that time, he was state secretary
and was accused of having seriously insulted the president of the
German Central Bank, Hans Thietmeyer, and Danish Prime Minister
Poul Nyrup Rasmussen during an off-the-record breakfast conversation
with journalists on the sidelines of the European Union Summit in
Amsterdam. Initially, the Austrian journalists and witnesses of
Schiissel’s verbal slander intended not to publish the story. The German
news magazine Focus, however, reported the breakfast affair. Wolfgang
Schiissel persistently denied the accusation, and Ronald Barazon, chief
editor of the Salzburger Nachrichten, countered with his editorial as
other Austrian journalists subsequently did. In an early biography of
Wolfgang Schiissel, author Peter Pelinka states, when referring to this
incident, that Schiissel’s relationship with the media consequently “was
clouded for a long time.” This early dispute may partially account for
further developments in his personal ambivalence to the media and his
accented guardedness with respect to journalists. Possibly the breakfast
affair also contributed to the nickname Schiissel was given by his
political opponents as well as by Austrian journalists: “The Silent
Chancellor” (Der Schweigekanzler). First, Eva Glawischnig, a Green
Party (Die Griinen) member of parliament (MP), used this term in a
parliamentary session on 29 March 2001 in reference to Chancellor
Schiissel’s silence concerning recurrent breakdowns in the nearby Czech
nuclear power plant in Temelin, which was cited in a report of the
Austrian Press Agency.® As a point of culmination, the term “Silent
Chancellor” was selected as the “Word of the Year” in 2005 by a
scientific jury and thereby outperformed expressions such as “bird flu”
or “tsunami.” It became a well-known saying and an often cited short-
cut for Chancellor Schiissel’s communication strategy that was alleged
by journalists as well as political opponents to be defensive. The
linguistic jury substantiated its choice with “the contradiction between
the communicative expectancy of the chancellorship and the reversed
public impression referring to the apparent incommunicative attitude of
the head of the government.””

During the nearly seven years of Schiissel’s era as chancellor, he
was called Schweigekanzler no less than 472 times in the Austrian
media: 303 times in newspapers, 89 times in news magazines, 37 times
by the Austrian Press Agency, 28 times in special interest magazines,
and only 15 times on ORF, the Austrian public broadcasting corporation.
The critical connotation of Schweigekanzler primarily referred to his
reluctance to discuss friction with and turbulence caused by his coalition
partner, the FPO, and by provocative statements of namable represen-



39

tatives of the FPO. For instance, he did not comment on Jorg Haider’s
visit to Saddam Hussein in Bagdad in 2002 and did not take a direct
stand on the uprising within the FPO in March 2005. At that time,
Schiissel refused invitations to political TV programs and interviews to
discuss this coalition crisis; instead, he attended the non-political talk
show Vera on 17 March, speaking with the host about his private life,
his sixtieth birthday, and sports.® Two weeks later, the crisis of the FPO,
Schiissel’s coalition partner, escalated and cumulated in the secessional
foundation of the Alliance for the Future of Austria (Biindnis Zukunft
Osterreich, or BZO) by Jorg Haider.

Additionally, during his chancellorship Schiissel was repeatedly
criticized for not commenting on incidents in the nearby Czech nuclear
power plant in Temelin or troubling statements made by members of
parliament from his subsequent coalition partner, the BZO (namely
Siegfried Kampl and John Gudenus), referring to the alleged
“prosecution of Nazis after World War II,” the Holocaust, and the exi-
stence of gas chambers. Throughout his political career, Schiissel has
mostly been characterized as a tight-lipped but philosophic and excellent
maneuverer of power as well as a “Teflon chancellor” by journalists,
pundits, and even by some of his political allies. The last negative
climax of the journalistic contest with Chancellor Schiissel happened
during the 2006 electoral campaign. In the course of a broad nursing
policy debate in Austria, on 19 August 2006 journalist Hans Weiss
accused Chancellor Schiissel of having employed an illegal foreign
nurse for his mother-in-law. Thus the journalist laconically wrote in a
letter to the editor of the newspaper Der Standard: “She was good and
friendly as well as cheap (about Euro 2 per hour). Probably not quite
legal, but, well, let’s forget it!”’” An inglorious culmination and absolute
low-point of this discussion was a fake interview with “Mrs. Maria,” the
alleged illegal nurse in Schiissel’s home, in the Austrian news magazine
News on 14 September 2006.* This supposed investigative interview
turned out to be a complete hoax. “Mrs. Maria” turned out not to be the
actual nurse employed for Schiissel’s mother-in-law, and finally all
allegations had to be dropped.

Despite Schiissel’s negative and conflictual experiences with the
media, he is closely bound to journalism, which becomes clear when we
look at his biography. Schiissel’s father Ludwig was a sports journalist
for the Neue Freie Presse,’” and Wolfgang Schiissel himself gained
professional experience in journalism. During his study of law, he
worked for the Austrian public radio station 03." Consequently, Wolf-
gang Schiissel cannot only be characterized as a victim of investigative
and critical political journalism, for he also had insight into the media’s
logic and knew how to utilize the media and journalists for his political



40 The Schiissel Era in Austria

objectives. His alleged defensive communication strategy may more
accurately be characterized as selective and strategically calculated.
During the 1999 election campaign which led to his chancellorship, the
musically talented Wolfgang Schiissel presented a traditional songbook
in a very media-effective way by singing and playing with his party
colleagues." In order to demonstrate solidarity with his coalition
partners, he organized non-political events such as a pilgrimage to
Mariazell, a cycling tour with his government team, and a trip to the
zoological garden to which he also invited journalists. In a political
context, he implemented a regular meeting with the press after the
weekly council. There the chancellor and the vice-chancellor presented
themselves behind glass lecterns demonstrating their effectiveness and
openness and the unity of the coalition. At his first appearance at the
European Union Council after the Union had imposed diplomatic
sanctions on Austria due to the government participation of the right-
wing, populist FPO, Chancellor Schiissel drew the media attention only
negligibly: for the first time, he wore a tie instead of a bow tie which had
been his trademark until then. By doing so, he drew the media attention
away from protests and the critical situation of the EU sanctions. During
the 2002 election campaign, he presented himself as a cellist and pianist
or even as an iceman. Additionally, the ORF public broadcasting station
came under fire because the chief editor of the ORF-Sommergesprdche,
an interview program with party leaders, even brought the guest’s chair
for a fitting to the office of the chancellor before the program was aired.
Chancellor Schiissel also published a gardening guide that was presented
in a well-attended press conference. To summarize, Chancellor Schiissel
was not only in the crosshairs of the media, he and his spokeswoman
Heidi Gliick also knew how to exploit and utilize the Austrian media for
his personal and political image-building.

The following discussion not only gets to the bottom of the myth of
the Schweigekanzler and his image performance in the media during his
chancellorship, but also focuses on his policy performance for the
media. Thus Schiissel’s relationship with the media is not solely based
on informal and personal experiences and irritations, but is also
grounded in a very professional context referring to the media policy
that was pursued, implemented, and also unregarded by the government
during Schiissel’s chancellorship. However, first we draw our attention
to the media portrayal of Chancellor Schiissel. Was it all as critical as
his experience with journalists and the media may suggest? Did Schiissel
really live up to his reputation of being a Schweigekanzler? Was the
portrayal of the chancellor in the largest newspaper, Neue Kronen
Zeitung, really highly critical and oppositional? These questions will be
answered in the following sections of this article.
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Chancellor Schiissel in the Austrian Media

As we have already learned, Chancellor Schiissel was frequently
labeled as Schweigekanzler. However, the empirical evidence tells
another story. When we look at the sound bites of politicians in the
Austrian TV newscast Zeit im Bild 1'* with the largest audience share
during his chancellorship (a regular viewership of about 20 percent), we
can conclude that Wolfgang Schiissel was the political actor given the
most time to speak for himself on the prime time news. During the seven
years of his terms in office, he spoke for no less than five hours and
fifteen minutes, which is equivalent to the total length of about nineteen
editions of the Austrian prime time news Zeit im Bild I. In 2000 and
2001, he started with a significant “chancellor bonus” (Kanzlerbonus)"
as far as his speech time on Austrian television is concerned (see Figure

D).

Figure 1
Airtime of Party Chairmen in the Zeit im Bild 1, Sound Bites in Seconds,
2000-2006
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Source: Author’s own compilation and calculation on the basis of APA-MediaWatch
data.

Throughout the period of his chancellorship, Schiissel was the party
chairman with the longest sound bites on the prime time news of the
OREF. In total, Schiissel was able to claim 0.7 percent of the total airtime
of the news outlets for himself throughout his seven years of chan-
cellorship. The Chancellor concentrated 7.1 percent of all sound bites of
all public actors (politicians, experts, and so forth, but excluding ORF
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journalists) on himself. Schiissel talked about 60 percent longer than the
second most present Austrian politician, Alfred Gusenbauer, who was
also in power as SPO chairman for the whole period under examination.
The sound bites of Schiissel’s junior coalition partner (the current
chairman of the FPO or BZO) were significantly shorter during the
whole period of his chancellorship. However, towards the end of his
chancellorship in 2006, Schiissel’s sound bite advantage eroded signi-
ficantly.

Table 1
Top Ten Ranking of Politicians in the Prime Time News Show Zeit im Bild 1,
4 February 2000-11 January 2007

Sound Bites in
Sound Bites  Percent of All

Ran Politician in Hours Public
k Actors*
1 Wolfgang Schiissel (Chancellor, OVP) 5.2 7.1
2 Alfred Gusenbauer (Chairman, SPO) 3.3 4.5
3 Heinz Fischer (President since 2004) 2.5 34
4 Alexander Van der Bellen (Chairman, 20 27
The Greens)

5  Jorg Haider (Founder, BZO) 1.9 2.6

6 Karl-Heinz Grasser (non-party Treasury 18 24
Secretary)

7 Susanne Riess-Passer (Chairman, FPO 16 21
2000-2002)

8 Thomas Klestil (President until 2004) 1.3 1.8

9  Peter Westenthaler (Chairman, BZO . 15
since 2006)

10 Herbert Haupt (Chairman, FPO 2002- . s
2003)

* Statements of the anchors and sound bites from other Zeit im Bild 1 journalists are
excluded.

Source: Author’s own compilation and calculation on the basis of APA-MediaWatch
data.

Between his inauguration on 4 February 2000 and his retirement on
11 January 2007, Chancellor Schiissel was allowed and willing to speak
as long as both SPO Chairman Gusenbauer and Greens Chairman Van
der Bellen taken together. Contrary to his Schweigekanzler image,
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Wolfgang Schiissel clearly dominated the Austrian prime time news on
television throughout his chancellorship, even though he lost some of his
early advantage by the end of his second term in office. By 2006, his
leading position was significantly diminishing, and his party, the OVP,
additionally fell from favor with the voters in the 2006 elections and lost
its number one position in parliament. However, not only Schiissel
himself lost ground in terms of the share of airtime on television news,
but all members of his party, and his governmental coalition lost in
terms of media presence measured in aired sound bites. Especially
during the second term of Schiissel’s chancellery, the representatives of
the opposition caught up significantly on airtime (see Figure 2).

Figure 2
Airtime of Austrian Party Politicians in the Prime Time News Show
Zeit im Bild 1, 4 February 2000-11 January 2007,
in Percentage of Cumulative Airtime of Party Politicians
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Source: Author’s own compilation and calculation on the basis of APA-MediaWatch
data.

At the beginning of Schiissel’s chancellorship, his coalition gained
no less than about 70 percent of all political sound bites in the Zeit im
Bild I on ORF. This ratio almost balanced out at the end of his term.
This decrease in media presence and agenda-setting power is not so
much solely due to a drop in Schiissel’s media appeal, but to the whole
coalition’s appeal which was becoming more passive in terms of media
presence. Nonetheless, the government as well as Chancellor Schiissel
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obviously lost media charisma, especially during the second term of
Schiissel’s chancellorship. The Kanzlerbonus in the Zeit im Bild 1
diminished. These sound bite rankings published by the Austrian media
analysis institute APA-MediaWatch regularly bring the political parties
and actors to the scene that seemingly missed out on television presence,
regardless of the actual composition of the governmental coalition.
Consequently, the underdogs regularly protest against an alleged
governmental bias and political imbalance in the ORF coverage via
press releases.'* Additionally, the ORF is constantly under political
pressure and has to deal with protests relating to its policy regarding
whom it invites to participate in political talk shows or interviews. The
dimension of political intervention on the public service broadcaster will
be discussed in detail in a subsequent section of this article. However,
what can be stated here is that this accusation of political imbalance of
the ORF with regard to the airtime of politicians is analytically short-
sighted. Figure 3 illustrates that the dominance of Chancellor Schiissel’s
media presence was even higher in the almost exclusively private-owned
newspapers than on the public broadcasting network.

Figure 3
Austrian Party Chairmen in the Press, Number of Mentions, 2000-2006
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Similar to the airtime ranking on television news, Chancellor
Schiissel also was the most dominant political actor in Austrian
newspapers during both his terms in government. Schiissel is almost as
present as all other party leaders taken together. He is twice as visible in
the newspaper coverage as the changing FPO chairmen and SPO
Chairman Gusenbauer, who are second and third in this long-term
ranking. Just as on television, in newspapers we can observe a signi-
ficant and stable Kanzlerbonus referring to the chancellor’s presence
within the political coverage. Schiissel was anything but an “invisible”
or “silent” player in the media. He was by far the most visible and most
cited political actor in the political coverage between 2000 and 2006.

As far as Schiissel’s media agenda-setting strategy on issues is
concerned, we can confirm that he lived up his reputation as a politician
who does not want to face the domestic lows in politics." Schiissel’s
sound bites in the Zeit im Bild 1 mostly referred to European Union
policies (19 percent of his sound bites) which equals about one hour of
airtime. Second, he also referred to election campaigning issues (8
percent of his airtime). The domestic policy issue Schiissel talked about
the most on Austrian TV was fiscal policy (budget and tax reform)
occupying 4 percent of Schiissel’s total airtime (23 minutes). Contra-
stingly, he publicly avoided extensive statements about critical domestic
issues such as neutrality (Neutralitdt) (only 0.7 percent of his airtime),
the Eurofighter jet controversy (0.7 percent) or the sign dispute
(Ortstafelstreit) (1 percent). Thus, in his total period of chancellorship
he only spent two minutes talking and answering questions about
Austrian perpetual neutrality (Neutralitdt) or the disputed purchase of
jet fighters (Eurofighter) and three minutes talking about the question of
bilingual place-name signs in the Austrian province of Carinthia
(Ortstafelstreit) on television news.

The beginning of his chancellorship in the year 2000 had been
considered the most critical in terms of his media portrayal and the
journalistic evaluation of the coalition with the FPO. However, this
supposedly above-average critical image of Chancellor Schiissel in 2000
cannot be empirically proven for the ORF’s Zeit im Bild 1. There
Schiissel was portrayed slightly more negatively than positively, but his
image on television news was similar to Alexander Van der Bellen’s, the
Greens chairman, and even considerably better than Alfred Gusen-
bauer’s image.'® Similar are findings referring to Schiissel’s coverage on
the front page of the Neue Kronen Zeitung. Earlier analyses of pundits
repeatedly concluded that Schiissel was governing against the back-
ground of a severe critique of the coalition with the right-wing, populist
FPO by the Neue Kronen Zeitung. This might hold true for the election
campaign in 1999 and the period of the coalition talks in early 2000, but
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as the following empirical evidence outlines, it cannot be asserted for the
terms of his chancellorship.

Initially, the Neue Kronen Zeitung heavily and outspokenly criti-
cized Schiissel’s strategy to revoke the long lasting Grand Coalition
(Grof3e Koalition) between the OVP and SPO and to find a coalition
agreement with the FPO. During his chancellorship, the Neue Kronen
Zeitung altered its course and portrayed the chancellor in a more
moderate and even favorable way. As we have already concluded for all
newspapers and the television news, Schiissel also was the most
prominent political actor on the front page of the Neue Kronen Zeitung
during his terms as chancellor. During the seven years, he was men-
tioned ninety-two times in the main headline on the front page of the
Neue Kronen Zeitung. His main political opponents, SPO Chairman
Gusenbauer or Jorg Haider, were mentioned only half the time in the
main headlines of the paper during the same period. Hence, a distinctive
Kanzlerbonus on this quantitative level can also be diagnosed for the
coverage of the Neue Kronen Zeitung. On a qualitative level, we can also
see that Schiissel’s portrayal in the largest Austrian paper was far from
being hyper-critical. A quarter of all references to Schiissel in the front
page headlines were positive, and only a tenth of all Schiissel headlines
were negative in tone. Thus, positive evaluations clearly outnumbered
critical statements referring to the chancellor on the front page of the
Neue Kronen Zeitung. In nearly 20 percent of all headlines, Schiissel
was mentioned in non-political and, consequently, less critical settings
(playing soccer, attending high-society events, and so forth) with mostly
favorable pictures. Additionally, he was often portrayed as a vigorous
statesman representing Austria in state visits.

A closing of the ranks between Schiissel and the Neue Kronen
Zeitung occurred in the course of the European Union sanctions against
Austria resulting from the coalition between the OVP and FPO. The
Neue Kronen Zeitung showed solidarity and supported Schiissel’s rigid
standpoint on the EU sanctions or the discussion about the EU mem-
bership of Turkey and criticized the European Union. Schiissel was only
criticized for his positions on Neutralitdt, the Eurofighter deal, the
Temelin question, and, in the beginning, for the coalition with the FPO.

Schiissel’s media performance during the most recent election
campaign in 2006 was also characterized by a significant Kanzlerbonus
in terms of the visibility of the party front runners. Schiissel was
mentioned and portrayed in 24 percent of all politically relevant reports
during the final six weeks of the election campaign in newspapers, news
magazines, and the Zeit im Bild 1. In second place were his challenger
Alfred Gusenbauer and BZO front runner Peter Westenthaler with a
visibility rate of 15 percent each. FPO party leader Heinz-Christian
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Strache was mentioned in 11 percent of all reports, and the Greens
chairman Van der Bellen in 7 percent."

Chancellor Schiissel’s Media Relationship

In a study by Fritz Plasser et al. that investigated the relationship
between journalism and politics in Austria, journalists were asked in
2003 how they assessed the development of the relationship between
politics and journalism.'® More than seven out of ten leading Austrian
journalists answered that the relationship has become more conflictual
over the last few years, and only 7 percent noticed a more cooperative
relationship between journalists and politicians in Austria."

Table 2
Relationship between Journalists and Politicians in Austria,
in Percentage of Respondents (n=95)

Over the last few years, the Broadcasting Newspaper News
relationship between Journalists Journalists Magazine
journalists and politicians Journalists
has become. ..

more conflictual 73 71 69
Unchanged 18 20 19
more harmonious 5 9 8
don’t know 4 0 4

20
Source: Source: Plasser et al.

This perceived trend of an intensifying conflict between journalists
and politicians (from the journalistic perspective) is similarly confirmed
by newspaper, magazine, television, and radio journalists. The most
pessimistic are chief editors and department heads. More than 90 percent
of these leading Austrian journalists diagnose an intensifying conflictual
relationship with political actors over the last few years. This may be
partly due to the fact that these leading figures most frequently are the
addressees of political complaints and intervention. Additionally, for
Austrian journalists this pessimistic evaluation is also linked to a deficit
in the culture of debate of political elites. Their refusal to accept
criticism, their reluctance to respect critical journalistic inquiry, and
their uncooperative behavior towards the media are the most often cited
problems that journalists identify. A notable reason for this adversarial
behavior is that journalists not only recognize a tendency towards
professionalization of public relations (PR) instruments, spin doctoring,
and control from the political side, but also the political and govern-
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mental turnaround in the year 2000 with the governmental inauguration
of the right-wing populist FPO and Jorg Haider. As many as 45 percent
of the interviewed Austrian journalists identified the governmental
change in the year 2000 as a main reason for increasing tensions.
Additionally, more than one-quarter (26 percent) of all journalists also
diagnosed the negative attitude of the FPO toward the media.”' From the
journalists’ perspective, this “atmospheric caesura”** between journalists
and governmental elites led to a highly polarizing friend-or-foe schema
in the government’s approach to the media. In the journalists’ per-
ception, Schiissel’s government brought a more adversarial and a more
conflictual spirit into the relationship between politics and journalism in
Austria. Intensifying atmospheric disruptions can also be identified—
from the journalistic perspective—on the level of perceived political
intervention and attempted exploitation. Every fourth journalist assessed
intensified attempts of political interference as a significant atmospheric
disturbance of the professional relationship between media and
politicians.

Table 3

Attempts of Politicians to Exert Influence on Journalism (n=95)
Over the last few years, attempts to exert Percentage of Journalists
influence on Austrian journalism by politicians
have been . ..
on the increase 62
Unchanged 30
on the decline 6
don’t know 2

3
Source: Plasser et al.”

Almost two-thirds of all interviewed journalists attested to an
increasing level of political interference and political pressure over the
last few years. Only 6 percent diagnosed a decline of political exertion
of influence on Austrian journalists. In the perception of the interviewed
journalists, a relevant point of origin for this increase was also the
governmental change in the year 2000. The discussion about political
influence and intervention on journalism mainly concentrated on public
service television broadcasting and radio stations of the ORF. A broad
and lasting public discussion about media politics and political influence
on the ORF has been provoked by Armin Wolf, the late news anchorman
of the ORF’s Zeit im Bild 2, in May 2006. In his acceptance speech for
a journalism award, he denounced ‘“nearly unrestrained exertion of
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political influence on the ORF.” After the governmental change in the
year 2000 from the “balance of horror” (referring to the political in-
fluence of both Grand Coalition partners, the SPO and OVP), “only the
horror remained” (referring to the OVP).** Subsequently, both ORF
internal and ORF external circles (platform “SOS ORF,” initiative
“derFreiRaum,” ex- and opposition politicians, journalists, media
experts, and so forth) voiced public criticism on political pressure and
intervention by the ORF. Right at the outset of the OVP-FPO coalition,
Gisela Hopfmiiller, a prominent and experienced political journalist at
the ORF, concluded that “the current political pressure on the ORF is
‘very intense.” It ranks among the most acute phases I have experienced
so far.”” On a single Sunday, the editorial teams of the ORF listed no
less than twenty-two phone calls from FPO chairman Peter Westen-
thaler.”® The former OVP politician and political scientist Heinrich
Neisser concluded in a recent analysis that “unprecedentedly, political
claims to power referring to the ORF have been articulated blatantly
[...]. The ORFis regarded as a political domain and politicians envision
themselves as hosts.””

Consequently, journalists also diagnosed an increasing level of
tension and political pressure since Schiissel’s inauguration, particularly
since the participation of the FPO in the governing coalition. In this
context, journalists mainly state two strategies that political actors
employ to put pressure on the media. The first is a defensive and passive
strategy to control the news and involves the refusal of commenting on
unwelcome issues and claiming the right to authorize print interviews or
to dismiss invitations to live studio interviews. The journalists most
strongly associated Schiissel and Haider’s teams with these strategies.
“In this manner fresh quotes are eliminated, questions are discarded and
others are replaced—from the press officers and politicians, not from the
journalists!”*® Almost half of the Austrian journalists identify such a
strategy as one of the main practices for putting pressure on the media.”
Second, journalists also identify more active and offensive forms of
political interference (for example, phone calls with complaints about
the coverage or threats of lawsuits or other severe consequences). About
three out of ten journalists regard this strategy as frequently applied by
political elites.

Against this background, Austria’s freedom of the press was ranked
sixteenth on a worldwide scale of countries by Reporters Without
Borders in 2006.” Accordingly, the level of press freedom in Austria is
comparable to countries like Spain or Hungary from a transnational and
comparative perspective. In the early years of Schiissel’s chancellorship
in 2002, Austria was only ranked twenty-sixth. Another international
organization that monitors the levels of press freedom in the world
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(Freedomhouse) also confirms a moderate improvement of press
freedom throughout Schiissel’s chancellorship; however, it also recur-
rently laments the high concentration on the Austrian press market and
number of lawsuits against journalists.”'

Chancellor Schiissel’s Media Policy

Similar to his relationship to journalism, Chancellor Schiissel’s
record of media policy between 2000 and 2006 may be characterized as
ambivalent. Regulatory initiatives also encountered a policy of non-
decisions and non-interference. The Schiissel era with regard to media
policy mainly concentrated on establishing a framework supportive of
competition in the Austrian media landscape.” The central instruments
were efforts to continue the deregulation of the media markets and
prevailing maxims of an economic-technical view on the media and their
policy.” Privatization and the creation of a dual broadcasting market
were central objectives of the government between 2000 and 2006.
During the years of the consensual Grand Coalitions between the SPO
and OVP in the 1980s and 1990s, indecisions was interpreted as a
specific and dominant feature of Austrian media policy.* This may be
mainly due to the fact that media policy decisions were conditional on
the consensus among the social partners.” “Consequently and against
this background, Austrian media policy is impeded, and political actors
appear more reactive than actively formative.”* This led to a tradition
of non-decisions attributed to the avoidance of conflicts. From this
typically Austrian perspective, the Schiissel years in the chancellery
were relatively active years of media policy. After years of stagnation
regarding Austrian media policy, the Schiissel government caught up on
decisions in the year 2001.”” On 5 July 2001, Parliament passed a
resolution (“media package”) including the ORF Act, the implementa-
tion of a broadcasting regulatory and supervisory body (KommAustria),
the Private TV Act, and the amendment of the Private Radio Act. The
ORF Act contained its re-organization as a foundation regulated by
public law and specifications of the public value, whereas the Private
TV Act and the Private Radio Act established a basis for nationwide
private terrestrial television and radio stations in Austria. Austria was
the last European broadcasting market that was opened to private
stations. In February 2002, the first private license for nationwide
terrestrial TV was assigned to the ATV Privatfernseh GmbH.

Both coalition partners (the OVP and FPO/BZ0) were cardinally
supportive of the commercialization of the television and radio markets
in Austria. “In their basic approaches to an intensified deregulation and
broader market liberalization of television and radio, there dominated
more ideological conformity between the OVP and FPO than between
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earlier coalitions of the OVP and SPO.”*® However, deregulation does
not necessarily mean depoliticization. The ORF Act of 2001 was
announced as a step to depoliticizing the Austrian public service broad-
caster. It contains a clause that no political mandataries or party
employees are allowed to become members of the foundation council.
Austrian media analyst Andy Kaltenbrunner states that this is only a
“quasi depoliticization” of the ORF: “More than ever the ORF Act 2001
benefits [ ...] the [actual] government.”** Additionally, the implementa-
tion of the generally acclaimed KommAustria, the regulatory and
supervisory body of the Austrian broadcasting, was criticized because
it is still subordinated to the Office of the Chancellor and the Ministry
of Infrastructure and, thus, potentially bound by governmental and
political instructions. Another political instrument of media policy is the
public media funding (Presseforderung), which had also been reformed
in 2004 under Schiissel’s tenure. The Presseforderung is an instrument
enabling the viability of non-profitable papers, thus ensuring a high level
of plurality on the press market. However, the Schiissel government
decreased the funding by 8 percent between 2002 and 2006.*

Besides these media policy decisions, the Schiissel era in terms of
media politics is also characterized by a number of non-decisions.
Above all, the Schiissel government waived the right to restrict press
mergers and to prevent further market concentration. Austria remains the
European country with the highest press market concentration.*' In 2001,
the Antitrust Court approved the merger of the News and trend/profil
publishing houses that ran (and run) established and competing Austrian
news magazines. In the radio market, the Schiissel government facili-
tated further concentration by softening restrictions on cross-media
ownership of private radio stations. On this, Kaltenbrunner concludes:
“The new governmental constellation between the OVP and FPO has not
hindered this development anyhow [...].”*

Finally, effective media policy applied by the Schiissel government
in particular and Austrian governments in general is not only limited to
formal channels. On this issue, Kaltenbrunner assesses: “It seems that
media policy is also personnel policy.”* Throughout Schiissel’s chan-
cellorship, personnel decisions in the ORF also played—as throughout
former coalitions—a significant role, and critics charged that the ORF
was politically “redyed” (Umfiirbung) by the OVP-FPO/BZO coalition.
In a number of key journalistic positions, OVP or FPO/BZO affiliated
persons served. In December 2001, at the outset of Schiissel’s chan-
cellorship, Monika Lindner, the candidate supported by the OVP, was
elected as director general of ORF and the conservative Werner Miick
became OREF chief editor with far-reaching authority to set the agendas
of the ORF’s news programs. An associate of the FPO, Walter Seledec,
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was also appointed as an ORF chief editor in 2002. Additionally, in 2005
the conservative journalist Andreas Unterberger was appointed chief
editor of the official government newspaper Wiener Zeitung. In this
regard, Schiissel’s media policy was not significantly different than that
of his predecessors.

Conclusion

The relationship between Chancellor Schiissel and the Austrian
media and their journalists is mainly characterized by ambivalence in
many respects and by distanced skepticism on both sides. His relation-
ship to journalism was highly disrupted by a series of unfavorable
assessments and alleged affairs. This resulted in a distant relationship
right from the start of his chancellorship.

First, the essence of his media policy has to be characterized and
summarized as highly ambivalent. On the one hand, regulatory initia-
tives such as the ORF Act or the Private TV Act, the amendment of the
Private Radio Act, or the implementation of the supervisory board
KommAustria signaled a comparably active role in political decision
making during his era. On the other hand, Schiissel’s media policy is
also appropriately characterized by the term “deregulation” instead of
“de-politicization.” The de-politicization of the Austrian media land-
scape was postulated by Schiissel’s government; however, the ORF Act
of 2001 and the creation of KommAustria did not bring political
influence and greediness to an end, and Schiissel’s personnel policy also
did not foster and signal an extensive process of de-politicization.
Schiissel’s media policy mainly concentrated on deregulation by
establishing a competition framework supportive of the Austrian media
landscape.

The relationship between journalists and Chancellor Schiissel was
dominated by mutual suspiciousness and skepticism. Journalists were
not friendly with Chancellor Schiissel, for he seemed inapproachable.
However, Chancellor Schiissel was not just in the crosshairs of the
media; he also knew how to exploit and utilize the Austrian media for
his efficient public image-building. Schiissel’s allegedly defensive
communication strategy has to be interpreted more precisely as a cal-
culatedly selective and strategic attitude towards the media. Partly as a
result of this strategy, journalists recognize an increasingly conflictual
relationship between journalists and politics during Schiissel’s chan-
cellorship. The media elites identify a tendency of political parties to
professionalize PR as well as an “atmospheric caesura” leading to a
highly polarizing friend-or-foe schema triggered by the governmental
turnaround in 2000. Consequently, Chancellor Schiissel was repeatedly
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as well as disdainfully labeled Schweigekanzler, Teflon Chancellor, or
the Little Prince in the media. However, the empirical evidence presen-
ted in this article conveys a more ambivalent picture and exposes some
of these labels as myths. The image of Schweigekanzler cannot be
sustained as far as Chancellor Schiissel’s media presence is concerned.
Over the course of the two terms of his chancellorship, he was the most
visible political actor in the press as well as on TV. Hence he was
anything but an “invisible” or “silent” player in the media coverage.
Before the coalition between the OVP and FPO was sworn in, the Neue
Kronen Zeitung heavily opposed this change in government. In this
context, it was repeatedly said that Schiissel was successfully governing
against the resistance of the Neue Kronen Zeitung. This is not supported
by the empirical findings. In the course of the EU sanctions against
Austria in 2000, the Neue Kronen Zeitung had started to report in a more
favorable tone about Schiissel’s chancellorship and partially even
supported his policies. Schiissel, his government, and the media
embraced an ambivalent relationship based on a polarized friend-or-foe
schema in the game of published and public political discourse—
obviously and at least partially for the benefit of both.

Notes

1. Black (Schwarz) is the party color of the OVP, and blue (Blau) is the party color of
the FPO.

2. “Volkszorn trifft Schiissel jetzt voll,” Kronen Zeitung, 26 January 2000, p. 2.

3. Peter Pelinka, Wolfgang Schiissel: Eine politische Biografie (Vienna: Uberreuter,
2003), 151.

4. “Nationalrat: Opposition prangert Storfille in Temelin an,” Austria Press Agency, 26
January 2000.

5.Rudolf Mubhr, “Begriindung der Wahl des 6sterreichischen Worts 2005,” 12 December
2005, http://www-oedt.kfunigraz.ac.at/oewort/2005/index2005.htm, accessed 9 Febraury
2009.

6. Armin Wolf, “Opfer und Téter zugleich,” in Politik und Medien, Medien und Politik,
ed. Peter Filzmaier et al. (Vienna: Facultas, 2006), 51.

7. “Der Pflege-Kanzler,” Der Standard, 19 August 2006, p. 39.

8. “Schiissels Pflegerin spricht,” News, 14 September 20006, p. 48.

9. Joachim Riedl, Der Wende-Kanzler (Vienna: Czernin, 2000), 57.

10. Pelinka, Wolfgang Schiissel.

11. Wolfgang Schiissel et al., Rot-Weif3-Rotes Liederbuch (Vienna: OVP, 1999).
12. In April 2007, it was renamed Zeit im Bild 19:30 Uhr.

13. This is more specifically explained as the advantage of being the chancellor in power.



54 The Schiissel Era in Austria

14. Examples include “Cap Criticizes the Striking Privilege of the OVP in the ORF
Newscasts” (SPO, 4 November 2005); “ORF Gravitates More and More to Austrian
Governmental News” (BZO, 13 June 2007).

15. Pelinka, Wolfgang Schiissel; Josef Cap, Kamele konnen nicht fliegen: Von den
Grenzen politischer Inszenierung (Vienna: Molden, 2005).

16. MediaWatch Institut, Forschungsbericht 2000: Mediadaten zur osterreichischen
Innenpolitik (Innsbruck: MediaWatch, 2001), 90-91.

17. Giinther Lengauer et al., “Redaktionelle Politikvermittlung in osterreichischen
Wahlkdmpfen, 1999-2006,” in Wechselwahlen: Analysen zur Nationalratswahl 2006,
ed. Fritz Plasser (Vienna: Facultas, 2007), 115.

18. Fritz Plasser, et al., “Politischer Journalismus in der Mediendemokratie,” in
Politische Kommunikation in Osterreich, ed. Fritz Plasser (Vienna: Facultas, 2004), 237-
308.

19. Ibid., 291.
20. Ibid.
21. Ibid., 292.
22. Ibid., 291.
23. Ibid.

24. Cited in “Hemmungsloser Einfluss der Politik auf den ORF,” Kurier, 18 May 2006,
p- 31.

25. Cited in Hans Heinz Fabris et al., Bericht zur Lage des Journalismus in Osterreich:
Erhebungsjahr 2000 (Salzburg: ipk Salzburg, 2001), 8.

26. Ibid., 8.

27. Heinrich Neisser, “Aufforderung zur Perspektive,” in Der Auftrag: Offentlich-
rechtlicher Rundfunk—~Positionen—Perspektiven—Plddoyers, ed. derFreiRaum (Vienna:
Sonderzahl, 2006), 12.

28. Wolf, “Opfer und Titer zugleich,” 60.
29. Plasser et al., “Politischer Journalismus in der Mediendemokratie,” 296.

30. Reporters Without Borders, Worldwide Press Freedom Index 2006 (Paris: Reports
Without Borders, 2006).

31. Freedomhouse, Freedom of the Press: Austria (2004), 28 April 2004. UNHCR
Refworld, http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/473450ef23.html, accessed 9 February
2009.

32. Fabris et al., Bericht zur Lage des Journalismus in Osterreich.

33. Hans Heinz Fabris, Bericht zur Lage des Journalismus in Osterreich: Ein
Qualitdtsmonitoring. Erhebungsjahre 2002/2003 (Salzburg, 2003), 17.

34. Andrea Grisold, Regulierungsformen am Mediensektor: Der Fall Osterreich
(Frankfurt: Lang, 1996).

35. Andy Kaltenbrunner, “Medienpolitik,” in Schwarz—Blau: Eine Bilanz des “Neu-
Regierens,” ed. Emmerich Talos (Vienna: LIT, 2006), 118.

36. Andy Kaltenbrunner, “Keine Briiche im Umbruch: Die Kontinuitéten dsterreichischer
Medienpolitik in einem bewegten Medienmarkt,” Osterreichische Zeitschrift fiir
Politikwissenschaft 2 (1998): 105.



55

37. Fabris, Bericht zur Lage des Journalismus in Osterreich.
38. Kaltenbrunner, “Medienpolitik,” 118.

39. Ibid., 123.

40. RTR/KommAustria, Presseforderung (Vienna: RTR, 2006).

41. Thomas Steinmaurer, Konzentriert und verflochten: Osterreichs Mediensystem im
Uberblick (Innsbruck: Studienverlag, 2002).

42. Kaltenbrunner, “Medienpolitik,” 134.
43, Ibid., 117.



Making Omelets and Breaking Eggs?
Schiissel’s Leadership in Government and Party

David Wineroither

Introduction: Governmental Influence
and Prime Ministerial Power

Both the range of governmental influence and the level of prime
ministerial power in Austria have been described as low. The
government’s ability to govern is limited by a remarkable number of
veto players in the political system.' Furthermore, a recent survey
revealed that the chancellor was considered a rather weak political
leader, ranking nineteenth out of twenty-two countries that were
compared.” In fact, such “results” reflect some long-standing patterns in
Austria, which is a country governed by many grand coalitions with a
consociational political culture and strong networks of neo-corporatism
(Sozialpartnerschaft). However, the creation of the coalition government
between the Austrian People’s Party (Osterreichische Volkspartei, or
OVP) and Freedom Party of Austria (Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs,
or FPO) in February 2000 meant the end of this system. Austria saw a
sharp turn towards a majoritarian democracy. Tellingly, the expert
survey mentioned above did not include Wolfgang Schiissel’s term from
2000 to 2007.

In light of the context just decribed, this article has two aims: to
investigate the development of governmental influence and power of the
chancellor during the Schiissel years, and to reveal the relationship
between the two as the outcome of Schiissel’s political leadership style,
or more precisely, his personal ambitions.

Alleviating the Problem of Perceptibility in Studies
of Executive Leadership
While the strengthening of competition and conflict significantly
contributes to the clarification of power relations between political
players/actors as observed by voters, the power of prime ministers can
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remain obscure. If we explore the Schiissel chancellory under the aspect
of power and influence, we are confronted with two sorts of knowledge
deficits: a general deficit that pertains to the difficulties of cabinet
studies internationally and a specifically Austrian one that was attached
to the dominant features of party state and consociationalism in the
Second Republic’s political life up until 2000. The general deficit
implies two challenges. First, despite major efforts, there is still a lack
of knowledge about the decision-making process in the core executive
(“black box’?), especially in the cabinet; the secret nature of the most
important forums of decision making (council of ministers, intra-party
and intra-coalition committees)® is also problematic. The second
challenge has three indirect aspects that restrict a flow of valuable
information. Because of factionalization, the OVP learned how to
amalgamate antagonistic interests internally, and the negative electoral
consequences that were caused by insufficient teamwork among party
leaders between 1987 and 1995 increased internal loyalty and reduced
overt disagreement. Next, in contrast to Margaret Thatcher and
divergent from Gerhard Schroder’s case, Schiissel incarnates the
antithesis of “spatial leadership” and “outsider” images.’ Finally, the
legendary Austrian discrepancy between powers distributed by the
constitution and those performed in actual politics distorts political
responsibilities.

Studies of the political executive branch reveal it has followed
different paths in its attempt to overcome these restrictions. What they
have in common is their assumption that prime ministers act to remain
in office. Four analytical strands can be distinguished. First is the neo-
institutional context. Prime ministerial ability to effect resolution is
measured against the reluctant potential of veto players. Studies analyze
the effects of personal reputation and negotiating skills (for example,
through a manipulative setting of choices).® Second, rational choice
approaches work under the premises of methodological individualism
and self-interested utility-maximization. They generate cooperative and
non-cooperative game-theoretic applications.’ This field of study creates
formal models of coalition building and termination.® Special attention
is given to the agenda setting potential of political actors.” Third,
principal agent models open a dual perspective insofar as individual and
collective political actors (head of state, prime minister, cabinet) may be
representing a principal and an agent at the same time.'"’ Research
inspired by principal-agent or accountability design occasionally per-
form systematic analysis of dependences, loyalties, and self-determi-
nation at different places in the scheme of political representation.'’
Fourth are expert and elite interviews biased by subjective interpretation
and selective remembrance.'” None of these attempts, though, puts a
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premium on explaining variation in prime ministerial power over time.
This article proceeds by searching for those mechanisms that define how
Schiissel’s leadership style influenced his power as chancellor through
political polarization.

Shifts from Consensus to Majoritarian Democracy
The Majoritarian Turn in the Year 2000:
Schiissel’s Targets and Policy Consequences

As a valid frame for the government’s policy, the coalition agree-
ment of the OVP and FPO in the beginning of 2000 symbolized a
“rejection of the old consociational democracy.”" Although Schiissel
became politically socialized as chief secretary of the OVP’s League of
Austrian Business (Wirtschaftsbund), he opposed “big government” and
was only cursorily rooted in the realm of social partnership'*; he rejected
“big spending” as an unjustified burden to subsequent generations. As
chancellor, and with more success in his first term (2000-2003), he gave
priority to a balanced budget over lowered taxes. Last but not least,
allowing the right-wing populist FPO under Jorg Haider to enter the
government was his only option to secure his position as party chairman.
Thus the formation of the new coalition in February 2000 corresponded
to Schiissel’s preferences in the polity, policy, and, as will be pointed
out later in this article, also in the politics dimension. According to some
party leader’s involved in the coalition negotiations after the OVP’s
triumphal victory in the 2002 general elections, Schiissel showed no
clear predisposition towards any of the three possible partners—the
Social Democratic Party of Austria (Sozialdemokratische Partei Oster-
reichs, or SPO), the FPO, the Greens (Die Griinen)—but eventually
favored maintaining the OVP-FPO coalition for policy reasons."

The rise of conflict democracy strengthened the executive branch.
In the words of Arend Lijphart, “The prime characteristic of the
majoritarian model of democracy [...] is concentration of power in the
hands of the majority. The consensus model is characterized by non-
concentration of power, which can take the two basic forms of sharing
of power and division of power.”'® Veto player analysis with reference
to the post-2000 years shows that power sharing and the dispersion of
power in Austrian consensual democracy had relied almost solely on
inter-party negotiation, mostly between the SPO und OVP camps."
However, under the new absence of consociationalism, most of their
potential vanished. This development was demonstrated by Herbert
Obinger for economic and social policy, Emmerich Téalos and Bernhard
Kittel for social policy, and Marius Busemeyer on the basis of the
pension reform(s)."® The “Myth of Sozialpartnerschaft’ had been
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replaced by a “multiformity of political networks, actor set-ups and
modes of interaction of various interest groups.”"

Schiissel did not show any ambition to copy the electoral formula
of success utilized by Bruno Kreisky,” chancellor from 1970 to 1983,
which was to send distinct signals to centrist swing voters, including
policy favoring a limitation on the scope of political reforms. However,
there is some evidence of response to the veto power of voters, manifest
in the almost lightning speed with which reforms were implemented at
the beginning of the legislative turn (Andreas Khol’s “culture of
timeliness””'), though there were far fewer reforms in the year of a
general election (Finance Minister Karl-Heinz Grasser’s “time of harvest
has come”?). These “electoral cycles” ought to be classified as moderate
overall and were focused on the federal level; anticipated or suffered
losses in provincial elections were put aside. Indeed, the unpopularity of
welfare retrenchment imposed by the federal government could neither
be made responsible for the devastating defeat in the Carinthian
provincial election (2004), nor for the loss of the status as strongest
party in Salzburg (2004)* and Styria (2005), which was caused by
incompetence and scandals in each area’s Land organizations. On the
contrary, the disastrous losses of its coalition partner FPO (2000-2005)
in regional and local elections contributed to bitter internal disputes and
accelerated the process that led to the resignation of Vice-Chancellor
and FPO chairwoman Susanne Riess-Passer and others in the summer
of 2002 as well as the split with Haider and his supporters in the spring
of 2005.

The Philosophy of “Change”: Blaming SPO-Led Governments

Reversal of its coalition partner, the course of majoritarian
democracy, and a comprehensive reform agenda provided substantial
ground for the OVP effectively to put the blame on the SPO for the
performance of past governments. Attacks centered on the issue of
former deficit spending and claims that the SPO was incapable of
cooperating in government. For Khol, a former leader of the OVP’s
parliamentary group, the attainment of a balanced state budget served as
justification for the existence of the FPO experiment.** As a conse-
quence of the role change from governing party to opposition as well as
adverse public sentiments in domestic and foreign policy (the so-called
“sanction” of the other fourteen European Union [EU] member states),
voters’ belief in the SPO’s ability to solve problems declined sub-
stantially on a number of important issues, which were paralleled by
gains of the OVP.”
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Demoscopic studies that were conducted during the time of
coalition bargaining in 1999-2000 reveal major dissatisfaction on the
part of many Austrians with the performance of the “grand coalition”
(1987-2000). Public critique paid modest attention to the (high) level of
influence exerted by the trade unions, the chambers of employees and
commerce, and their obstructive effect on political reforms. Instead,
public attention was fixed on quarrels between the coalition partners,
nepotism (Postenschacher), and reform gridlock.”® Whereas Khol’s
“speed kills” philosophy showed the will of the new government to
dissolve reform deadlock (efficiency argument), competent handling of
the “smaller” coalition partner fell to the chancellor himself (stability
argument).”’ Schiissel’s attitude towards other political leaders in the
government and the coalition parties was characterized by two aspects:
loyalty and collegiality. With respect to the former, Schiissel relied on
an established team, defended troubled ministers relentlessly, and
supported them in times of crisis (especially Education Minister
Elisabeth Gehrer). His behavior was opposite that of Haider, who rarely
backed his colleagues in the cabinet against harsh criticism from within
his own party. Indeed, the number of disgraced FPO ministers reached
a historic high. With respect to collegiality, though Schiissel displayed
polarizing leadership on policy, he acted carefully within the cabinet to
foster collegiality and even harmony. The chancellor “invested a lot in
establishing and maintaining personal relations,” remembers Riess-
Passer.”® This portrayal of harmony was not supposed to be disturbed by
public disagreement, and the two coalition leaders remained silent on
their current political intentions during their joint appearances at the so-
called Pressefoyer (their regular meetings with the media) if they
conflicted over the basics of an issue.”

Control over the new, unfamiliar, and partly unstable coalition
partner was mediated through the official coalition agreement that both
parties had signed. Supervision and control through the mutual
appointment of junior ministers, which used to be a common procedure
during the grand coalition era in Austria and in many German
governments, were widely omitted (one for each party in the Ministry
of Finance and Economics in the cabinet Schiissel I).” The climate in
the coalition differed remarkably from—in the words of Khol again—
the “icy atmosphere” and “frightening disputes over minutes” during the
“grand coalition” period.”
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The Distribution of Power in the Executive Branch
Schiissel and the OVP

Ever since it was founded in April 1945, the OVP had been one of
the most factionalized parties in Western Europe.”> However, the slightly
less traditional component of oligarchic structure began to overlay the
influence attached to the three main leagues and the provincial party
organizations.” When Schiissel was first elected OVP chairman in April
1995, he could finally profit from the harmful effects of the lack of
cohesion and solidarity in the 1987-1995 years.™

Party heavyweights developed more realistic expectations of their
party chairman and closed ranks against the then coalition partner SPO.
Schiissel’s reasonable competence as a campaigner and his brilliant
qualities as a bargainer helped him consolidate his leadership. The time
of intrigues and indiscretions, even among the party’s key figures, had
gone.” The tight relationship between former party whip Khol and
Schiissel is particularly notable because the former had aspirations to
assume the leadership of the party. He was “today a rival, tomorrow a
loyal follower.”* Yet the intra-party standing of the party headquarter’s
general secretariat did not improve significantly until Schiissel became
chancellor.”” To sum up, a trend of reinforced oligarchization, coope-
ration, and loyalty combined with his success in the 2002 general
elections to give Schiissel “more intra-party power than any of his
predecessors since the 1950s,”*® at least in his second term as chancellor
(2003-2007). This includes Josef Klaus, who was chancellor between
1964 and 1970 and who presided for four years over a single-party
majority government.

Collective party leadership dominates coalition negotiations. Only
divisiveissues such as distribution of portfolios, the operating principles
of the cabinet, and personnel decisions were resolved by the respective
party chairman in face-to-face talks.” The bulk of previous decisions
were made in a negotiation round whose participation did not reflect any
party statutes. Membership was given to the leaders of the provincial
Land organizations, the chairmen of the six leagues, the president of the
parliament, the party whip, and the party chairman. As Khol noticed, this
particular composition depicted the party’s “old party executive before
the reform of party regulations.” Eventually, all decisions taken in-
variably were endorsed in the official executive body.*

The polarization of domestic politics between government and
parliamentary opposition (SPO and Greens) facilitated the retention of
voting discipline within the OVP’s parliamentary group.*' Party dis-
cipline during the Schiissel years reflected a dominant influence of party
group leadership and cabinet members and left little room to maneuver
for ordinary Ministers of Parliament (MPs).** Party leadership could rely
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on manifold ex-ante screening and ex post monitoring tools in order to
establish and maintain desired voting behavior. Above all, it was the
prime source for the proliferation of secured mandates.” The authority
of party whips vis-a-vis MPs was described as generally ample.* Khol,
who was leader of the parliamentary group from 1994 to 2003, served
the OVP as ideological “mastermind” (evidenced by his contributions
to the concept of civic society, Biirgergesellschaft, and the new OVP-
FPO-government, the Wenderegierung). His successor Wilhelm Mol-
terer, the vice-chancellor, minister of finance, and party chairman (2006-
2008), had held the post of general secretary (1993-1994) and was a
cabinet member for almost a decade (1994-2003). Both were long-term
confidantes of Schiissel, belonged to the inner leadership circle, and
were always inclined to support their party chairman. Schiissel’s good
relationship with Khol was undiminished when Schiissel declined
Khol’s request to take over the Department of the Interior in 2000. The
chancellor did not want to lose his superb leader of the parliamentary
group.® Indeed, Khol wore his nickname “taskmaster” with pride. After
the end of the Schiissel chancellory, MP Ferry Maier in a much-noticed
and telling phrase, expressed his criticism of the imposition of
leadership mentality in the parliamentary group: “Fold your hands and
keep your trap shut!”

More streams of opposing voices came from the Land organizations
and a number of powerful governors, albeit accentuation of political
competition in federal politics did not make entering the national stage
of politics more attractive. A governor’s power surpasses a chancellor’s
power and is usually more secure.* Lower Austria’s Erwin Proll, who
was very influential in the federal party and all powerful in his
provincial party organization with its nearly quarter of a million
members, looked at the election of Schiissel as party chairman skep-
tically. For many years, the media presented him as a potential and
promising candidate for the party chair or—until 2004—the Austrian
presidency. However, in 2008, Proll is still governor. After 2000, he was
occasionally a scathing reviewer of governmental policy, but never acted
as the chancellor’s rival. The governor’s public critique of Chancellor
Schiissel was less boisterous than the one provincial party leaders in the
SPO had addressed to their chancellors in the 1987-2000 period.*” In
return, in a quid pro quo, Schiissel limited use of his authority to the
challenge of consolidating his position on the top of the federal party
organization. He consistently refrained from interference in any regional
party glatters such as the leadership conflict in the Tyrolean branch in
2001.

However, regional party leaders were informed and consulted early
at all times. The usual method of communication was the telephone.
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Former FPO party leader and Vice-Chancellor Riess-Passer admired the
fact that her OVP counterpart could put down the receiver and knew he
would “get it done at the right time.”*’ Even so, many decisions mirrored
hierarchies in influence between the federal and Land organizations and
among the latter as well. For instance, Reinhold Lopatka from Styria
managed the 2002 election campaign and, as the federal party’s general
secretary, the 2006 election campaign both times together with his
colleagues from Upper and Lower Austria, thereby representing the
three most powerful Land organizations. Briefing and, if necessary,
persuasion of other party heavyweights was carried out by Schiissel
along with Khol, Wilhelm Molterer, Elisabeth Gehrer, and Reinhold
Lopatka. This small panel was a forum for sometimes controversial
discussions. As a former general secretary, Lopatka recalls that an
allocation of responsibilities in this circle could be assessed within a few
minutes.” Khol describes Schiissel as a “great team player” who was
well aware he could not govern without support of the leaders of the
Land party organizations and those of the party leagues.’’

Schiissel made a few extremely important decisions. He pursued a
call for early elections in autumn 1995; in the middle of the 1999
general election campaign, in order to mobilize hesitating sympathizers
to vote for the OVP, he announced that his party would refuse to enter
any government if it were taken over by the FPO on election day (for
Khol it is the “privilege of the party chairman” to declare such matters).
The Grasser Coup 2002 (the FPO finance minister was offered this post
in a future OVP-led government), again during the election campaign,
was the “the best guarded secret in the party,” and nobody else was
consulted. It was not until January 2007, after the electoral defeat in
October 2006 and in the final days of coalition negotiations with the
SPO, that Schiissel failed in a similar attempt: the single-handed issue
of presenting Grasser as forthcoming vice-chancellor, prolonging his
term as finance minister, and implicitly, the OVP’s front-runner for the
next general elections was declined by at least eight members of the
party executive committee.”” Unusually, the proposal was not approved
by the quartet of Schiissel, Molterer, Gehrer, and Khol. Rather, it was
the result of face-to-face talks between Schiissel and Molterer. Only
Governors Proll and Josef Piihringer (Upper Austria) were informed
before the decisive meeting of the party executive.”

The FPO in 2000: An Attractive Coalition “Bride”
Once in government, the FPO experienced a series of difficulties
typical of right-wing populist parties. This includes a thin staffing
level,* disclosure to the public of programmatic inconsistence, and the
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formation of increasingly antagonistic party wings (party in office
versus party on the ground). A comparative view across Europe shows
that this kind of party often self destructs after elections, especially in
coalitions with conservative partners who adopt right-wing paroles and
policies.” Moreover, the often authoritarian and charismatic party
leadership blocks the ability of party committees to resolve intra-party
conflict. After February 2000, “scapegoating” increasingly focused on
the party’s own cabinet members. Finally, the vast majority of
functionaries and voters shared unrealistic expectations for electoral
rebound and policy performance.”® Somewhat paradoxically, these
expectations had to be disappointed, in part, because the FPO in
opposition was successful in influencing government policies in some
areas and shaping political discourse during the 1990s.”” The FPO’s
electoral alliance, consisting of heterogeneous voter groups, was loosely
constituted.”® Tendencies for structural “realignment” favoring the FPO
in the long run could neither be reinforced nor preserved while the party
was in office.”” Haider himself did not close his eyes to the electoral
risks of entering a coalition, but at the same time, as Riess-Passer put it,
was “the biggest stickler of being in the government,” for he feared a
continuing decline in support for the OVP would cost the party a
common majority.*

The content of the manifestos of the two parties was highly
compatible in the 1990s. This was particularly true for the important
area of social and economic policy.®" Having said that, nevertheless, the
rising popularity of Haider among blue-collar voters in the 1999 election
culminated in the FPO’s superseding the Social Democrats in this group
of voters. The FPQ’s attraction for the working class helped to sustain
and enlarge the majority the OVP and FPO held together in the national
assembly (Nationalrat) since 1983. “[N]eocapitalist principles,” on the
other hand, “do not conflict with nationalist feelings,” and the same was
true for attitudes of hostility towards foreigners and minorities.®” The
OVP and FPO’s plans to devote more money to support families were
congruent as well (see the introduction of Kinderbetreuungsgeld on 1
January 2002).

The great exception to all this compatibility existed in matters of
European affairs, especially efforts that intended to strengthen EU
integration (for example, the Nice Treaty) and the ongoing project of the
EU’s (eastern) enlargement. However, the content of the coalition
agreement was instructive in that the FPO “apparently had subordinated
its policy goals to office-seeking ambitions.”” In the scenario of
intensifying conflict over European matters, Schiissel ultimately acted
intransigently. Like Scandinavian prime ministers in confrontation with
their EU coalition partners, the Austrian chancellor was willing to take
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manifest risks of a coalition break-up in order to see the “centerpiece”
of EU enlargement protected.*

The Chancellor’s Role in the Cabinet

The Austrian chancellor’s role in the cabinet was predominantly
described as “primus inter pares,”” while only Kreisky was acknow-
ledged to have represented a “chancellor democracy.”® Official duties
granted to the position in the Austrian constitution are chairmanship of
cabinet meetings (Art. 69) and a right of ministerial nomination and
dismissal (Art. 70). There is no general competence to set the guidelines
of governing. However, as in Germany, where a chancellor possesses
such formal competence (Richtlinienkompetenz), it may not be adequate
for the level of power he exerts over his cabinet. In a similar fashion,
Wolfgang C. Miiller found Austrian evidence for “prime ministerial” as
well as “cabinet” and “party government.”®’

As mentioned earlier in this article, Schiissel was a dedicated
practitioner of a cooperative style of governance. Indeed, in the first
cabinet formed after the 1999 general elections, both parties had equal
ministerial representation, whereas the 2002 Peoples Party’s triumph
and the FPO’s fiasco changed the proportion to three to one. The FPO’s
“annus horribilis” in 2005, when the party split and the smaller faction
(Biindnis Zukunft Osterreich, or BZO) continued its role in the govern-
ment,” further cheapened the OVP’s coalition partner.

“Inner cabinets,” which in some countries (such as the Federal
Republic of Germany and Great Britain) reinforce prime ministerial
power while in others (such as Belgium) exert an oppositional effect,
seemed to have been absent under Schiissel’s leadership.” The appoint-
ment of ministers and junior ministers from different parties, a widely
used device of mutually controlling Austria’s grand coalitions, almost
entirely disappeared in the Schiissel I cabinet and enjoyed confined
revitalization in the 2003 remake.”” Ministerial autonomy was recog-
nized on the basis of principles and content as stipulated in the coalition
agreement. According to the Austrian tradition, the agreement of the
year 2000 presented a comprehensive document, but dedicated above-
average room to policy intentions. It concomitantly reduced the chan-
cellor and his ministers’ room to maneuver.”' Lopatka confirms that
ministerial autonomy, which is sufficiently appreciated in the Austrian
constitution, is “very respected” in the OVP and “was always respected
by the chancellor.”’* A statement by Riess-Passer, however, signals the
borders of ministerial autonomy: in case of severe disagreement between
ministers, she says, Schiissel and she did not hesitate to intervene.”
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The sequences of governing coordination differed substantially
from those of the Helmut Kohl era in Germany. The Austrian process
could be characterized by a lower degree of informality. Negotiation
rounds of frequently altered composition, so central to the Kohl system,
played no role.”* According to Austria’s Andreas Khol, the two leaders
of the coalition parties created the agenda of the upcoming cabinet
meeting, thereby starting the process of subsequent coordination: “Still,
during the term of the grand coalition the chancellor alone decided the
agenda which always led to conflicts because the smaller partner de-
pended on his good will to have petitions discussed in the cabinet
meeting.”” In coordinating governmental politics, Schiissel relied on a
small circle of party heavyweights that merged into a bigger, but
accessible, round in the preliminary discussions of the cabinet meetings,
which broadly overlapped with the party’s executive committee. The
“Monday round” assembled Khol (first president of the Nationalrat
since 2003), Lopatka (since 2003), Gehrer, the so-called “coordination
minister” at the time, and probably also Molterer: “That was the circle—
a reduced party executive committee.”’® These talks were paralleled by
an increasing number of bilateral contacts between cabinet members.”’

The coordination session of the government was preceded by the
preliminary discussion of each coalition partner. It was attended by all
cabinet members, the party whip and president of the Nationalrat, and
the general secretary of the federal party and those of the six leagues, as
well as the leagues’ chairmen.” For Lopatka, the institutionalized preli-
minary discussion of cabinet meetings in the OVP witnessed many
debates and, therefore, accomplished an “integral function” of coordi-
nating executive politics.” The sessions of the coordination committee
took place on the day before the formal cabinet meeting and represented
the “actual council of ministers where discussions are still taking place,
questions are still being asked, where one minister or another still admits
that she or he is not convinced about something.”* Participants included
not only cabinet members, but also party whips, chiefs of cabinet, and
the administrative directors of the parliamentary group. In the official
cabinet meeting, in a procedure that deviates from the practice of the
Franz Vranitzky cabinets (chancellor between 1986 and 1997), both
chancellor and vice-chancellor began with a political address that
summarized the coordination session and ended with in the request of
ministerial statements outside the agenda.’’ Any ambiguities or
unresolved issues were discussed in Tuesday morning’s “chancellor
breakfast” (Kanzlerfriihstiick), where chancellor and vice-chancellor
tried to revise the agenda eye to eye, sometimes consulting the ministers
involved.”
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In 2000, the OVP-FPO government distinguished itself from
previous cabinets in that the coalition committee no longer “above all
was designed in setting emergencies but served as a coordinating and
controlling institution.”® Khol counts ten to fifteen meetings taking
place between 2000-2002. These were kept secret. The party whips,
general secretaries, and chairman assembled at Khol’s home at meetings
conceived as a means to neutralize Haider.®* The informal FPO leader,
however, had refrained from attending meetings long before the summer
of 2002.

With the important exception of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the
OVP in 2000 extended its ministries and most portfolios from the grand
coalition period. The FPO ministers, on the contrary, struggled to
establish themselves in traditional SPO departments.* This distribution
basically followed the suggestions of the “portfolio allocation model”
(parties claim portfolios to facilitate clientelism). The one significant
exception related to the chancellor’s “blame avoidance” strategy: FPO
Chairwoman Riess-Passer was given responsibility for administration
and civil service and was the prime counterpart for the influential union
of civil servants (GOD), which is dominated by the OVP-affiliated
Group of Christian Unionists (FCG).*® At the final stage of wage
bargaining, the FCG chairman, according to a tried and true pattern,
sought to get his opponent’s resistance overruled by the chancellor’s
support. Schiissel declined by noting his lack of a constitutional com-
petence.”’

Conclusion: Chancellor Democrat, Premier-President,
or Indispensable Coordinator?

A final assessment of the relationship between the power of the
Austrian government and the influence of Chancellor Schiissel is
provided by a comparison between the concepts of chancellor democra-
cy and coordination democracy in the light of the “presidentialization”
hypothesis.

Chancellor democrats and “presidentialized” premiers are portrayed
by definition as exceptionally strong political leaders. The process of
“presidentialization” is driven by the growing informal quality of
executive politics and by direct communication between leaders and
voters through the media. This is less central to the concept of
chancellor democracy. The “presidentialized” type often seeks to build
alliances across party political frontiers, and some try to avoid polari-
zation.” This is not a feature of “chancellor democracy.” One’s relation-
ship with one’s own party typifies the one real drastic difference with
the heirs of Germany’s Konrad Adenauer, the progenitor of all
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chancellor democrats, who valued tight control instead of independence
and strategic flexibility. Advocates of coordination democracy argue
that increasing fragmentation and complexity of decision-making and
implementation processes have produced or made necessary a certain
form of leadership. Unlike the two other approaches, coordination
democracy considers governmental activism as part of the wider politi-
cal system: the chancellor, then, appears to lead surrounded by veto
players (Mitregenten), is forced into joint decision making (Politikver-
flechtung), and is restricted by “path dependency.” Securing effective
and efficient governing, therefore, requires more or less permanent
coordination and cooperation.” (See Table 1.)

How can we describe Schiissel’s executive leadership? Let’s start
with the concept of “chancellor democracy.” Notable, first, is the
ambivalent quality of his power in his party: on the one hand, he was
unrivaled and, no doubt, played a leadership role on the terrain of EU
politics; in a “strategic masterly performance” (Khol) he ended thirty
years of “red” chancellors, and he made few but very important
decisions (see the list mentioned before). Bids for election dates and
coalition aspects were essential to his style of politics. On the other
hand, his personal popularity as evaluated in opinion polls was low.
Except in 1996 (European parliament elections) and 2002 (general
elections™), all federal elections results were disappointing for the OVP;
cooperation in the cabinet was enforced by ministerial autonomy and
equal representation of the FPO (2000-2003); demands of Land party
organizations and the six leagues had to be satisfied in the appointment
of cabinet members (except for Plassnik, who became minister for
foreign affairs in 2004 and had been Schiissel’s chief of staff); unlike the
Gusenbauer SPO (Alfred Gusenbauer was chairman of the SPO since
2000) over the course of the BAWAG-OGB scandal in 2006 (BAWAG
was the bank of the Austrian Trade Union, Osterreichischer Gewerk-
schaftsbund), the OVP under Schiissel did not introduce any incom-
patibility rule (conflict of interest and roles) for being member of the
parliament and top official in chambers and unions. The one important
exception is the president of the chamber of commerce and critic of the
new majoritarian course, Christoph Leitl, who never became a member
of the Nationalrat. He was another candidate for the party chair in 1995
and since then stayed outside Schiissel’s leadership team’'; under
Schiissel’s leadership, comprehensive organizational innovations were
never implemented, and programmatic reforms were never initiated.

Such ambivalence, too, is apparent in the colossal 2002 victory. The
campaign’s central slogan “Wer, wenn nicht er” (“Who else could do the
job?”) was intended to focus voters’ attention on choosing a chancellor.
In the last two months before the election, however, his advantage over
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opposition leader Gusenbauer (SPO) dropped some sixteen points,
giving him a lead of no more than 7 percent. A moderate turnaround
favoring Schiissel took place in the final two weeks of the campaign, and
he dominated in the TV debate between the parliamentary parties’ front-
runners a few days before the election.”” Schiissel benefited from what
Scott Feld and Bernard Grofman call the “benefit of the doubt.”” The
real breakthrough occurred courtesy of the Grasser coup. Again, one
might argue that the young finance minister’s popularity overshadowed
the chancellor’s, though it was the chancellor who took the risk of the
decision to offer this important post to an active politician representing
another party, who had the intra-party authority to make this attractive
offer to Grasser and who succeeded in convincing him.

Overall, the elections can be characterized as a plebiscite on the
architecture of power relations in the political system, only it was a
mediated one about the fate of individual political leaders and not about
any of the parties’ policy offers.”* The dominant impact of the issue of
power relations would also explain the unique OVP gain among blue-
collar voters, although laborers were generally the prime target of
financial cutbacks since 2000. Sensationally, the OVP more than
doubled its share of votes.” For years later, many of them preferred the
SPO (minus 12 percent for the OVP).”

Can coordination democracy contribute to our understanding of
Schiissel’s executive leadership? With respect to intra-party and cabinet
leadership, the answer is yes; Schiissel acted according to the premise
of “coordination democracy.” With respect to governmental leadership,
the answer is “no” because the majoritarian track of decision making
attempted to neutralize potential as well as numerous formal and
informal veto players.

Finally, we incorporate the aspect of “presidentialization.” This
international phenomenon, as pointed out by Thomas Poguntke and Paul
Webb, subsumes a not necessarily simultaneous, but to a high degree
interdependent, increase in the significance of political leaders in the
party (party face), in the government (“executive face” including
cabinet, parliamentary party group, and bureaucratic structures), and in
elections (electoral face).”’ Schiissel hardly acted and performed
according to these standards: the personalization strategy in the 2002
campaign was successful, but failed in 2006 (electoral face); there was
no attempt to monopolize communication of governmental politics to
the media. In sharp contrast to the great communicator among Austrian
chancellors, Kreisky, Schiissel’s style provoked critics to label him
“Schweigekanzler”® (“the silent chancellor”). Also uncommon were the
frequent exchanges and appointments of policy experts, and the same
applies to spontaneous agenda setting for the purpose of weakening the
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position of the cabinet. Eventually, Schiissel rarely presented himself in
the guise of a non-party and nonpartisan “moderator” of politics. The
“presidential” style of organizing majorities by including oppositional
MPs with the purpose of replacing the need to rally his own supporters
was extrinsic to his understanding of politics (executive face). The scope
of organizational reforms in the party was limited, the official executive
committees and boards remained an essential forum of discussion and
decision-making, and his appointment authority stayed restricted by
traditional forces (party face).

As noted above, Schiissel’s relationship to his party marks the
fundamental difference in the concepts of chancellor democracy and
“presidentialization.” Schiissel’s case and examples from Great Britain,
Australia, and Germany indicate a varying extent of openness towards
the evolution of “presidential” features dependent on the party familial
background: prerequisites are more favorable in social democratic
parties (Tony Blair, Gerhard Schroder), have mixed effects in secular-
conservative parties (Margaret Thatcher, John Major, John Howard®),
and are adverse in Christian democratic parties (Kohl, Angela Merkel,
Schiissel).'"” Whereas the last repeatedly (Schiissel) and relentlessly
(Kohl) achieved solidarity with their parties and attacked preceding
social democratic administrations, Blair practiced a double “blaming”
of conservative governments and “Old Labour.” Schiissel never used the
threat to resign to steer certain policy-outcomes, unlike Schréder who
did so several times.'"”' (See Table 1.)

Table 1
Leadership Styles and Prime Ministerial Power (Case Studies)

Schiissel Kohl Blair-Schroder
Level of Dominance
e Cabinet low to moderate high moderate
e Party moderate Moderate low to high
Electoral Vulnerability low high high
Scope of Governance moderate to high low to moderate low to moderate

Despite many similarities between Kohl and Schiissel’s “executive
leadership,” some essential differences exist. Kohl’s systematic and
almost holistic approach in establishing intra-party networks based on
loyalty and dependencies and his offer of protection to allies and
fighting against opponents were entirely absent in the OVP. This was
also the case concerning his personal conflicts and feuds with critics (for
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example, former General Secretaries Kurt Biedenkopf and Heiner
Geissler).'” Kohl met open opposition and rivals both as party leader
and Christian Democratic Union/Christian Social Union of Bavaria
(Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands, or CDU/Christlich-
Soziale Union in Bayern e.V., or CSU) front-runner (CSU chairman
Franz Josef Strauss became candidate in 1980). Under Schiissel, party
management and governmental leadership seemed to be two separate
things.'”

Presidentialized party leaders and premiers face a higher risk of
electoral vulnerability (see Table 2 below.) They typically lack the
ability to celebrate political comebacks (as did Vaclav Klaus in the
Czech Republic and Victor Orban in Hungary), or remain in office
without being an asset for their parties in electoral campaigns
(Germany’s Kohl, with the exception of the 1990 elections). Schiissel’s
personal ratings remained rather poor throughout most of his
chancellorship, and it appears as more than a coincidence that Schiissel’s
incumbency was shorter than that of two other OVP chancellors
(Leopold Figl and Julius Raab), while the length of his term on the top
of the party and as a minister rank him first.

Table 2
Leadership Styles and Prime Ministerial Power (Concepts)

Premier Chancellor Coordination
Presidential Democracy Democracy
Level of Dominance
» Cabinet high high low to high
* Party low to high moderate to high low to high
Electoral Vulnerability moderate to high moderate low to moderate

Schiissel is a rare example of a prime minister with a failed re-
election bid who nevertheless stayed in a central political position
(deputy leader in the Nationalrat), though not leader of the opposition.
During the short-lived “grand coalition” in 2007-2008, SPO politicians
often accused him of obstructive leadership of the party and of blocking
the SPO’s attempt to keep promises it had made in the election
campaign. Whether these reproaches were justified or not shall not be
amatter decided here. In fact, charges of this nature indirectly shed light
on one aspect of the heritage of Schiissel’s dual leadership: his
cooperation in the party and the cabinet on one hand, and conflict in
expanding the decision-making authority against potential veto players
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on the other hand. The Schiissel years definitely contributed to the
weakening of the internal cohesion of both partisan and corporatist
actors as demonstrated in the recent failures of the Krankenkassenpaket
(a reform intended to provide public health insurance agencies with
financial aid) and Pensionsautomatik (converting annual increases of
pensions into a technocratic “one best policy” matter). This new feature
of Austrian politics will not make executive leadership more likely to
succeed, though one must ask, will it enforce a distinctive leadership
approach?
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Governing with Right-Wing Populists and
Managing the Consequences:
Schiissel and the FPO

Kurt Richard Luther

Introduction

On 22 April 1995, Wolfgang Schiissel became the third leader in six
years of the Osterreichische Volkspartei (OVP). It had a relatively poor
record of achieving its electoral and governmental goals. Since 1970, the
party had come second in all national elections to the Sozialdemokra-
tische Partei Osterreichs (SPO) and from 1986 had suffered a seemingly
inexorable erosion of its vote share to the benefit of the Freiheitliche
Partei Osterreichs (FPO). After seventeen years in opposition, it had in
1987 finally returned to government, albeit as the SPO’s junior coalition
partner. During Schiissel’s twelve-year leadership—the longest of any
OVP chairman—the party obtained 42.3 percent of the vote at the 2002
election, its best result for nearly twenty years. Moreover, by the time
of his resignation on 9 January 2007, Schiissel could look back on
virtually seven years as federal chancellor, towards the end of which the
OVP had been able to operate as though it were the sole governing party.

Such success had seemed impossible in the early 1990s, when the
party’s prospects appeared blocked by two significant constraints.
Internally, its exceptionally factionalized structure had long militated
against the kind of organizational adaptation arguably required to
improve the party’s electoral record and thus enhance its potential to win
back the chancellorship. Externally, the pattern of party competition had
severely limited the OVP’s coalition options. For one, since Jorg
Haider’s assumption of the FPO leadership in 1986, the SPO and OVP
had operated a policy of Ausgrenzung, that is, excluding the FPO from
national office. This meant that, although the OVP and FPO had a
numerical parliamentary majority throughout this period,' the OVP had
effectively been tied into the role of the SPO’s junior coalition partner.
Moreover, the OVP’s prime policy goal had since 1987 been EU
accession, which required a two-thirds parliamentary majority, so until
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the requisite legislation was passed (on 11 November 1994), the OVP
was doubly dependent on a “grand coalition” with the electorally stron-
ger SPO.

Crucial to Schiissel’s achievement of his office and policy goals was
his willingness to break the mold of the party’s external relations. This
involved adopting a much more confrontational approach to the OVP’s
traditional coalition partner, the SPO, and to Austria’s neo-corporatist
system of social partnership. Above all, however, it required a willing-
ness to countenance the hitherto excluded option of a coalition with
Haider’s FPO. Governing with a party that had since 1986 been pursuing
right-wing populist vote maximization was highly controversial at home
and abroad. Schiissel’s greatest challenge, however, was managing the
consequences of the decision he made to pursue his policy and office
goals in a coalition with the FPO. The twin tasks he faced were gover-
ning with such an unpredictable partner and dealing with the tensions
caused by it within his own party. This analysis of how he dealt with
these internal and external pressures will be subdivided into three sec-
tions: the years leading up to the formation of Schiissel’s first govern-
ment on 4 February 2000, the lifetime of that administration, and the
second Schiissel government, which lasted from 28 February 2003 until
11 January 2007.

Preparing to Break the Mold: 1995-1999
Internal Constraints and External Preferences

In 1986, the OVP garnered an historic low of 41.3 percent of the
national vote, and at the elections of October 1990 and 1994 that
dropped even further—to 32.1 percent and 27.7 percent respectively—
leaving the OVP just five points above the FPO. According to Kenneth
Janda, electoral defeat is the “mother of party change,”” but the OVP
failed to respond to any of these losses with significant organizational
reform, limiting itself instead to criticizing frequently and then replacing
its chairmen. Successive OVP leaders had been aware that the party’s
peculiar internal structure severely constrained its capacity to respond
to the rapidly changing political environment and thus undermined the
national party’s potential to realize two of the main goals pursued by
political parties, namely vote maximization and office.” The main
stumbling block to extensive organizational reform has been the en-
trenched power of the three functional Leagues that have together
always not only provided the overwhelming majority of the OVP’s
indirect membership, but also been closely linked to Austria’s extensive
system of social partnership: the Austrian Farmers League (Oster-
reichischer Bauernbund, or OBB), the Austrian Business League
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(Osterreichischer Wirtschaftsbund, or OWB) and the Austrian Workers
and Employees League (Osterreichischer Arbeiter- und Angestellten-
bund, or OAAB).* As Wolfgang Miiller and Barbara Steininger have
argued by reference to George Tsebelis’ nested games theory,” from the
perspective of the leaders of the Leagues, it was rational to resist
organizational reform. For one, it threatened their intra-party office and
power. Moreover, the Leagues were motivated above all by policy goals,
which could be pursued via Austria’s neo-corporatist channel of decision
making, even in conditions such as those that existed from 1970 to 1987,
when the party was excluded from national office, let alone when it was
the junior coalition partner.

As incoming OVP leader, Schiissel had a greater incentive to revive
the OVP’s national vote and regain the chancellorship. His policy
priorities included European integration, as well as privatization of state
enterprises and a considerable liberalization of Austria’s economy (no
doubt shaped by having been the OWB’s General Secretary from 1975-
1991). Given that major organizational reform of the OVP was not an
option, Schiissel’s maximization of his policy, vote, and office goals
relied mainly on altering the party’s external relations. He had two main
strategic alternatives and until 1999 sought to keep both open. The first
was heading up an OVP-SPO coalition. Even assuming the requisite
electoral plurality could be won, this was unlikely to deliver fully
Schiissel’s economic policy preferences because they were not shared
by the SPO and would probably also be undermined by the policy and
procedural constraints of social partnership. A second alternative was
forming a government with Haider’s FPO, again on the basis of a
plurality of votes. This appears initially not to have been his preferred
option. Although the FPO had long opposed social partnership, it was
markedly Euroskeptic and considered by many both within and without
the OVP to be not only an unreliable, opposition-oriented partner, but
also beyond the political pale, not least in view of its xenophobia and
relativization of Austria’s Nazi past.

Yet the OVP was never uniformly opposed to governing with the
FPO. This had from the outset been favored by former OAAB leader
Alois Mock, for example, who had led the OVP from 1979 to 1989, and
was probably opposed most consistently by the influential OBB. A
coalition with the FPO was most clearly ruled out during the leadership
of Schiissel’s predecessor, Erhard Busek, which commenced a fortnight
after Haider’s reference of 13 June 1991 to the “orderly employment
policy of the Third Reich,” as a result of which Haider was forced to
resign the governorship of Carinthia. Shortly after Schiissel became
chairman, his conservative competitor for the leadership and subsequent
close ally, OAAB member Andreas Khol, characterized the FPO as
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“beyond the constitutional arch” (aufBerhalb des Verfassungsbogens).’
Yet behind the scenes, there were numerous tentative discussions
between (intermediaries of) the two parties about possible cooperation
and even occasional direct meetings between Schiissel and Haider.” For
its part, the FPO had shortly after the 1994 election secretly decided that
if it were to obtain sufficient votes at the next general election
(scheduled for 1998), it would seek to enter government. It therefore
welcomed Busek’s departure and started to take steps to make itself
appear to be a credible governing party. In August 1995, for example,
Haider publically rejected nostalgic Pan-Germanism (Deutschtiimelei),”
and for the first time in ten years, the FPO started to develop detailed
position papers, not only on immigration, but also, for example, on
savings, taxation, industrial, and pension policies.’

Schiissel’s First Attempt at the Chancellorship

Within months of becoming party leader and vice-chancellor,
Schiissel started adopting a more confrontational line vis-a-vis the SPO.
With the OVP now ahead in the polls, in October 1995 he refused to
compromise on his proposed spending cuts and forced a premature
election. It appears Schiissel’s preference was to use the OVP’s
predicted plurality to assume the chancellorship in a coalition with the
SPO.Ina departure from the post-1986 consensus, however, he refused
to rule out a coalition with the FPO. The SPO’s highlighting of that
possibility and its claims that Schiissel planned to cut pensions helped
ensure that, while the OVP’s vote rose marginally (to 28.3 percent) at
the election of 17 December, the SPO’s grew by three percentage points
(to 38.1 percent). Assuming he could have wrested the role of govern-
ment formateur from the SPO (as he was to do after the 1999 election),
Schiissel could again theoretically have formed a government with the
FPO. Such a mold-breaking coalition still lacked political viability,
however. Rather than increasing the OVP-FPO parliamentary majority
from five to the hoped-for ten, the election has decreased it to three. The
FPO had slipped from 22.5 percent to 21.9 percent and as yet had made
little progress with its new strategy of presenting itself as a credible
governing party. Schiissel’s toying with an FPO coalition had also
alienated significant numbers of OVP partisans and many party
functionaries, with the result that he could not be sure of the requisite
intra-party support.
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Snatching Victory from the Jaws of Defeat

Once the SPO-OVP coalition had been reconstituted on 12 March
1996, Schiissel persisted with a two-pronged strategy towards the FPO.
On the one hand, he continued quietly to encourage it to make changes
that would reduce intra-OVP resistance to a possible coalition. The FPO
duly adopted a number of market-oriented economic and fiscal policies.
These were reasserted in its 1997 new program, where this traditionally
anti-clerical party also stated “[t]he preservation of the intellectual
foundations of the West necessitates a Christianity that defends its
values” and maintained it was “an ideal partner of the Christian
churches.”'” This went down especially well with the Catholic-conser-
vative wing of the OVP, with which Khol had long been associated. On
the other hand, normal competition was maintained. This included
attacking the FPO inter alia for its Euroskepticism and demagogy, as
well as trying to undermine its capacity to win votes on the immigration
issue by supporting the 1997 Integration Package and the 1998
Naturalization Act, which tightened up policy in this area. Yet the FPO
continued to gain votes, while the OVP suffered numerous losses."'

Schiissel’s leadership predictably came under internal pressure, but
there was no clear alternative. Most in the OVP attributed the party’s
ongoing electoral decline in large measure to its junior coalition status
and deeply resented both this and the SPO’s alleged high-handedness.
Indeed, in early 1997 an incandescent OVP nearly terminated the
coalition after SPO Finance Minister Viktor Klima approved not only
the government-agreed privatization of the SPO-dominated Bank
Austria, but also the latter’s takeover of the OVP-dominated Creditan-
stalt. A few internal voices maintained that the only way out of the
SPQO’s politically damaging embrace was cooperation with the FPO,
which would, they argued, demystify it and thus undercut its electoral
support. Yet most continued to regard the FPO as uncoalitionable and
saw no alternative to playing second fiddle to the SPO as long as the
OVP remained behind it in the polls. Until that changed, Schiissel
clearly had no incentive to precipitate premature elections again.
Instead, he continued to seek to enhance his party’s programmatic
distinctiveness vis-a-vis the SPO. The OVP increased its emphasis on
neo-liberal economic policy and budget consolidation, confronted SPO-
oriented labor organizations, and even challenged Austria’s foreign
policy consensus by questioning the continued relevance of neutrality.
Schiissel also sought to capitalize politically on the role his position as
foreign minister gave him during Austria’s first European Union Presi-
dency (July to December 1998).

At the election of 3 October 1999, the SPO lost 5 percent of the vote
but remained the strongest party (33.2 percent). The FPO leapt to 26.9
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percent, while the OVP not only recorded another historic low (26.9
percent), but for the first time ever came third, albeit by only 415 votes.
After the September polls predicted an even worse result, Schiissel
sought to rally OVP voters by stating that, were the party to come third,
he would lead it into opposition.'* Instead, he now pursued tactics that
were so crucial in making his reputation as a shrewd and ruthless can-do
politician, capable of snatching victory from the jaws of defeat, that it
is worth detailing them here.

Notwithstanding the OVP’s calamitous result, Schiissel had oppor-
tunities he could exploit. Internally, a shell-shocked OVP was divided
over its response. Externally, the SPO was constrained by its self-
imposed injunction against collaborating with the FPO, while Schiissel
was willing to do so and there had already been behind-the-scenes
discussions between the two parties. The political initiative was not
Schiissel’s, however, but the SPO’s, which was the party entrusted with
the task of forming a government. The ensuing 124 days constituted the
second-longest period of coalition-building in the Second Republic’s
history."

For two months, Schiissel openly engaged in exploratory talks with
both parties. Though he had no intention of allowing the OVP to go into
opposition, he had at that stage not identified his preferred coalition,
even to some of his closest allies.'* Uncertainty regarding his intentions
only strengthened his position vis-a-vis his interlocutors. On 13 Decem-
ber, Schiissel obtained a unanimous party executive decision to replace
his pre-election “irrevocable” commitment to opposition with an agree-
ment to enter coalition negotiations with the SPO while keeping all
options open.'” The same day, the FPO executive committee decided the
FPO would in the coming weeks compile its own government program.
By then, OVP-FPO negotiations were apparently quite advanced.'® As
in 1995, Haider gave a public declaration designed to assuage those
convinced his attitude regarding the Nazi past made his party unfit to
govern,'” and the FPO released documents seeking to demonstrate it had
a credible policy agenda.'® Formal SPO-OVP negotiations started on 17
December, and though both parties agreed to keep them confidential,
enough points of contention leaked out to ensure that by early January
2000 intra-OVP opposition to renewing a coalition with the SPO grew,
inter alia from the leaders of the provincial parties of Styria, Burgen-
land, and Lower Austria, but also from the OWB and OAAB. Many
supported the option of going into opposition and allowing the SPO to
form a minority government, but some (including the OAAB and the
Styrian branch) were openly advocating an OVP-FPO coalition. Others
(including the Viennese, Tyrolean, and Upper Austrian parties, as well
as most of the OBB) were still opposed to that option, and there were
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even murmurings that if such a government were formed, the OVP
might split.

Schiissel needed to be seen as giving serious consideration to a
coalition with the SPO and on 16 January obtained the approval of the
leaders of the Leagues and of the provincial parties for him to complete
the negotiations, the draft agreement of which was approved on 17
January by the SPO executive committee. At the last minute, however,
he made a series of policy, portfolio, and procedural demands of the
SPO, almost certainly knowing it would be unable to accept them. On
21 January, the negotiations duly collapsed. Despite having no presi-
dential mandate to do so, on 24 January Schiissel announced he and
Haider would be commencing coalition negotiations. On 1 February, the
day after the Portuguese EU Presidency’s publication of a threat to
impose diplomatic sanctions should the FPO enter government, the two
parties revealed they had reached agreement. Extremely important for
Schiissel’s chances of overcoming internal resistance to collaborating
with the FPO was that the OVP was to regain the chancellorship and
Haider would not enter the government.'

Viewed as a whole, Schiissel’s post-election behavior lends weight
to the hypothesis that he had by December at the latest decided upon
governmental collaboration with the FPO. That would imply that his
brinkmanship vis-a-vis the SPO was designed above all to help
overcome internal resistance to that decision. Externally, it served to
present the SPO and President Klestil with a fait accompli. These events
also illustrate well two of Schiissel’s main leadership strengths, namely
his capacity to utilize environmental crises to achieve his policy and
office goals and his willingness to employ high-risk tactics to secure
them, even in the face of internal and external resistance.

The First Schiissel Government (2000-2003)

With his government sworn in on 4 February 2000, Schiissel had
achieved his pre-eminent office goal and now needed to manage the
OVP’s internal and external relations in a manner that consolidated his
position and realized his policy objectives. That task appeared to have
been complicated by the unforeseen international sanctions against the
new government. At Klestil’s insistence, Schiissel and Haider had on 3
February signed a preamble to their government program, committing
themselves inter alia to European Union membership and to principles
of tolerance, but this could neither avert the sanctions, nor prevent them
from galvanizing mass anti-government demonstrations in Vienna and
elsewhere.
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Internal Relations

The OVP was delighted at having regained the chancellorship and
relegated the SPO to the opposition for only the second time since 1945.
Yet there was also near universal dismay amongst OVP activists that
their party—which they regarded as the embodiment of pro-European
sentiment and governmental responsibility—was being reviled inter-
nationally for having facilitated right-wing extremist entryism. A
significant proportion of the party still regarded collaborating with the
FPO as anathema and was unconvinced this coalition could either
reverse the OVP’s electoral decline, or realize its various policy pre-
ferences. In the event Schiissel’s determination to face down the
sanctions and his call for a closing of ranks (Schulterschluf3) against
allegedly unjustified external intervention into Austria’s domestic affairs
stymied the intra-party criticism he had always expected he would face.
Moreover, the lifting of the sanctions in September 2000 and the OVP’s
spectacular eleven percentage point gain at October’s Styrian Landtag
elections appeared to vindicate his position. To be sure, internal distaste
at collaboration with the FPO persisted throughout both Schiissel
governments, but he had survived the crucial first few months.

More was, of course, needed to secure long-term support in a party
that has always been extremely decentralized, with resource distribution
weighted in favor of the Leagues and (to a lesser extent) the provincial
parties.” First, Schiissel needed to ensure an equitable representation of
the Leagues in the key party and governmental posts at his disposal. He
was himself identified with the OWB and throughout his chancellorship
had two key OWB confidants: Waltraud Klasnic, who was from 1996 to
2005 governor of Styria and leader of the Styrian party, and Martin
Bartenstein, his economics minister and since 1992 Styria’s deputy party
leader.”! The requisite OAAB incorporation was undertaken inter alia
by giving the caucus leadership and the position of third president of the
parliament to two of its senior members.” Former OBB Director
Wilhelm Molterer retained the Agriculture Ministry, and Maria Rauch-
Kallat, leader since 1988 of the Women’s League, was appointed the
OVP’s general secretary. Second, as the OVP’s politically most sensitive
internal decisions typically require ratification by the party executive,
membership of which comprises mainly ex-officio rather than elected
representatives and is thus not within the leader’s gift, Schiissel invested
considerable effort in networking designed to ensure these bodies
returned the decisions he wished. He maintained close contacts with key
provincial party actors, chief among whom was Erwin Proll, governor
of Lower Austria and leader of its mighty provincial party, who had
initially opposed collaborating with the FPO. Moreover, Schiissel made
sure the key component elements of the party were linked to the OVP’s



87

informal decision-making systems. Foremost amongst these was his
“kitchen cabinet.” Its regular Monday meetings made day-to-day de-
cisions on government business and ensured a two-way information flow
with the Leagues, not least through the caucus, the internal organization
of which is based around League membership. The kitchen cabinet
embraced Schiissel’s two deputies (one each from the OBB and
OAAB)* and caucus leader Khol, who were all close confidants, as well
as the general secretary.

Last but by no means least, Schiissel used such communication
channels to convince in particular the Leagues of the benefits provided
to them by the coalition. Individual functionaries and activists benefited
from selective incentives such as the provision of positions, but also
from the solidary incentive of belonging to the chancellor party.
Moreover, while the pragmatic policy prioritization of the Leagues had
hitherto conflicted with Schiissel’s greater emphasis upon vote
maximization and office holding, they now mainly worked to his
advantage. At the risk of oversimplification, internal support was se-
cured above all by the provision of collective or policy incentives,
though the disparate material interests of the Leagues meant Schiissel
could not satisfy all of them equally. The greatest support came from the
OWB, which was enamored of the government’s emphasis on neo-
liberalism, privatization, and achieving a zero budget deficit. Big
business in particular welcomed the coalition’s willingness not only to
ignore the wishes of the social partners—which the OWB had long held
to constitute an unacceptable break on necessary reforms—but also to
overrule them, not least since this meant reducing the power of
organized labor.** Collective incentives in the form of a more generous
subsidy regime were also provided for the OBB, which, despite its initial
opposition to collaborating with the FPO, was soon on board.

The situation with the OAAB was more difficult. Soon after taking
office, the government started ruthlessly to sideline or remove as many
SPOQ partisans as it could from positions in the state bureaucracy, as well
as in (privatized) state enterprises and other para-state organizations,
such as the Austrian Federal Railways and the Austrian Highways
Agency, ASFINAG. While some such positions went to FPO partisans,
the majority were available for those of the OVP, many of whom were
OAAB members. For the OAAB as a whole, however, such selective
incentives were canceled out by negative consequences of the
government’s neo-liberal policies and its pursuit of civil service reform
for workers and salaried employees. Both led to job losses and resent-
ment from within the OAAB’s ranks at what was considered the
prioritization of the interests of capital over those of labor. Though these
were policies to which Schiissel was personally committed, it appears he
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used the fact that the relevant portfolios were held by FPO ministries to
try to deflect some of the OAAB’s criticism onto his coalition partner,
claiming that maintaining the coalition for which the OAAB had long
argued required certain policy sacrifices.” For now, Schiissel appeared
able to keep the OAAB more-or-less on board.

External Relations™

The formation and actions of the OVP-FPO coalition led to a
significant polarization of Austrian politics. The OVP’s relationship
with the SPO was considerably worse than it had ever been. The SPO
still considered the FPO beyond the political pale and could not forgive
Schiissel for how he had outmaneuvered the SPO to take the chan-
cellorship, to which it felt entitled as the electorally strongest party.
Moreover, in pursuit of its neo-liberal policy agenda, but also in order
to extend its political power, the coalition rode roughshod over Austrian
social partnership and systematically sought to eradicate as much SPO
influence as possible from the civil service and state-controlled
economy. Though the international sanctions initially complicated
aspects of day-to-day government business (especially when it pertained
to foreign affairs), their broader impact was to undermine the opposition
parties. Their failure to denounce them permitted Schiissel to accuse
them of national disloyalty and to bind the coalition parties closer
together. Indeed, Schiissel demonstrated his defiant commitment to the
coalition by regular joint appearances with FPO Vice-Chancellor
Susanne Riess-Passer.

On paper, the coalition partners appeared fairly evenly matched.
The OVP held the ministries of Foreign Affairs, Education, Internal
Affairs, Agriculture, and Economics and Labor. The FPO’s portfolios
included those of Finance, Justice, Defense, Social Affairs, and Trans-
port. Yet it very soon became clear to Schiissel that the FPO’s
ministerial team was of markedly uneven quality. Within a month, the
Justice Minister resigned, and in October 2000, the widely-ridiculed
Minister of Social Affairs had to be replaced. Four months later, the
Minister for Transport resigned, and his replacement only lasted thirteen
months. This quick turnover appeared to vindicate critics’ assertions that
the FPO was unfit to govern, and it created public relations problems for
Schiissel. Within the coalition, however, it strengthened the OVP’s
position, bearing out Schiissel’s expectation that the FPO would turn out
to be the less effective governing party. The OVP had served in govern-
ment for the preceding fourteen years, and its ministers (barring the
interior minister) were able to capitalize upon considerable levels of
civil service support. By contrast, not one FPO minister had a prior
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record of holding national executive office and—with the partial excep-
tion of the ministers of Defense and Finance—all found themselves in
charge of ministries staffed by civil servants among whom the number
of FPO partisans was vanishingly small. Furthermore, the OVP could
draw on the policy expertise of their Leagues and the social partnership
institutions with which they were associated, but the FPO had no access
to such support for policy development and implementation.

As stipulated in the coalition agreement, the ultimate forum for
coordinating relations between the governing parties was the coalition
committee. It was here that Schiissel had intended government strategy
be harmonized and the politically most sensitive decisions made, since
Haider’s membership would ensure he share governmental responsi-
bility despite not being a minister himself. However, Haider frequently
absented himself from meetings at which unpopular decisions were
scheduled to be made and in February 2002 finally left the committee
altogether. Notwithstanding the fact that Riess-Passer had in May 2000
formally taken over the FPO’s leadership from Haider, the latter
remained its de facto leader. Schiissel’s inability to bind Haider within
the coalition committee made it very difficult for Schiissel to identify
and maintain a consistent coalition line. The main venues for coalition
coordination were now the well-established weekly pre-cabinet meetings
between him and the vice-chancellor and the broader preparatory
meeting (Ministerratsvorbesprechung) including all government mi-
nisters and the caucus leaders that convened shortly thereafter. In
general, these coordination mechanisms operated in quite a businesslike
and efficient manner, and Schiissel made considerable efforts to lavish
praise upon the performance of Riess-Passer and the telegenic Karl-
Heinz Grasser, neither of whom were associated with the FPO’s more
right-wing radical elements.

Whether by accident or design, this increased the gap between the
FPO government team on the one hand and Haider and the wider FPO
on the other. In part, that distance was a function of the fact that only
about half the FPO ministers were well-rooted in their party and some
were not even party members. Yet there were more fundamental
problems. For one, the FPO never fully mastered the transition from a
party of populist vote maximization to one of governmental respon-
sibility.”’ The basic orientation of most grassroots functionaries and even
of some Members of Parliament (MPs) was oppositional, and many were
thus unwilling to accept the exigencies of incumbency. Accordingly,
once the discipline of the international sanctions was gone and Haider
himself started to vacillate between supporting and attacking the govern-
ment, they, too, felt free to voice their dissatisfaction. Second, there
were significant policy differences between Schiissel and the FPO. To
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be sure, there was complete agreement on matters such as a fixed child
payment for all parents (the co-called children’s check), the extension
of employee redundancy rights, and circumventing neo-corporatist
decision-making. One area of conflict concerned EU enlargement.
However, the main disagreement (both within the FPO and between it
and the OVP) was over the government’s economic policy and in parti-
cular over what many considered Schiissel’s excessive pursuit of a zero
budget deficit. Though this necessarily also became closely identified
with Grasser, it was never wholeheartedly endorsed by the FPO. Indeed,
this dispute highlighted the extent to which the FPO had—in the
interests of coalescing with the OVP—adopted a number of neo-liberal
policies fundamentally at odds with other elements of its programmatic
profile, including its emphasis on social policy and tax reform designed
to defend the “little guy.” As economic growth declined, unemployment
increased, and the government’s tax take rose to an all-time high (in part
to secure the zero deficit via increased taxation rather than via spending
cuts), these tensions become more acute.

The upshot of such policy differences and the FPO’s deep internal
divisions over the switch from protest to incumbency was that Schiissel
was confronted by a seemingly unending series of coalition crises. The
tactics he used to deal with them included largely ignoring both the
FPQ’s dissenting voices and the acts of political provocation by Haider
and others in the FPO.?® This response caused critics of the coalition to
describe him as a “silent chancellor” (Schweigekanzler), who chose to
close his eyes to the predictable consequences of his decision to colla-
borate with a right-wing populist party. It also frustrated Haider, who
felt increasingly sidelined, and further alienated many FPO dissidents,
for whom Schiissel’s unwillingness to compromise on, in particular, his
economic policy priorities appeared high-handed.

Matters came to a head in the summer of 2002 in the so-called
“Knittelfeld crisis,” named after a Styrian town in which FPO grassroots
functionaries staged a revolt against their ministers.” The catalyst was
the government’s insistence on sticking to the zero deficit goal and
delaying the planned tax reforms intended to reduce the burden of
taxation on the middle classes, while simultaneously confirming the
purchase of an expensive new generation of interceptor jets. Disavowed
in this way, Riess-Passer and her cabinet team resigned, whereupon
Schiissel promptly terminated the coalition.

At the elections of 24 November 2002, the SPO made a modest
recovery (to 36.5 percent) and the Greens also increased their vote share
(from 7.4 percent to 9.5 percent). The greatest beneficiary by far of the
FPQ’s catastrophic fall to merely 10 percent of the vote was Schiissel’s
OVP. Its 42.3 percent share constituted the largest percentage increase
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ever enjoyed by an Austrian party and was the OVP’s best result since
1983. This significantly enhanced the reputation as an astute political
operator that Schiissel had acquired after the 1999 election (see above),
not least within the euphoric OVP. For one, the FPO’s self-destruction
that had triggered the election was regarded by many as a testament to
the efficacy of Schiissel’s strategy of bringing the FPO into governmen-
tal responsibility. It had also brought about the OVP’s long-awaited
electoral revival. Moreover, the fact that the OVP had managed to win
over approximately half of the FPO’s 1999 voters was attributed in large
measure to Schiissel’s election campaign, one of the apparently most
successful elements of which was the co-called “Grasser coup,” that is,
his persuading Grasser to agree serve as a non-partisan minister in the
government Schiissel hoped to form after the election.™

The Second Schiissel Government (2003-2007)
Coalition Building

The 2002 election had fundamentally transformed Schiissel’s exter-
nal position. As leader of the largest party he was now in the driver’s
seat of the coalition-building process, was guaranteed the chancellor-
ship, and could in principle form a majority government with any of the
three other parties. Internally, he had been greatly strengthened by the
scale of the party’s victory, but again faced strongly divergent coalition
preferences. Schiissel was committed to continuing to break the mold of
consensual politics, which implied renewed collaboration with the FPO.
However, its conduct in the outgoing administration had re-invigorated
internal support for a coalition with the SPO. This included the leaders
of the two largest provincial parties (Josef Piihringer of Upper Austria
and Proll of Lower Austria), as well as OWB President Leitl. They were
supported externally by President Klestil and by the social partners, who
wanted neo-corporatist consensualism restored. Schiissel’s need to
balance internal and external considerations helps explain why the
coalition-building process was again unusually long.” In public, he once
more kept all options open, but a coalition with the SPO was never
likely. The last negotiations had left a legacy of very bad blood, and the
parties shared virtually no substantive agreement, especially on econo-
mic and social policy.”” Moreover, an OVP-SPO coalition implied
reviving the consensual social partnership structures and would also
require the greatest portfolio concessions. Though on 21 January 2003
the SPO’s executive committee voted in favor of formal coalition
negotiations, these thus never materialized.

While many had foreseen this outcome, Schiissel retained his
capacity to surprise, offering exploratory talks to the Greens, derided in
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the OVP’s campaign as irresponsible lefties. Despite their unprepared-
ness and post-election commitment to stay in opposition, the Greens
attended. On 13 December, their executive approved the talks’ conti-
nuation and on 5 February sanctioned formal negotiations.” They
ultimately failed (on 16 February), however, infer alia because of
differences on social, pension, education, defense and traffic policy. An
OVP-Green coalition had always been unlikely and vehemently opposed
by OVP conservatives, including the OBB. Some have suggested
Schiissel entered negotiations for tactical reasons, including to put
pressure on other negotiation partners, to be seen as having explored
even the most unlikely options before again collaborating with the FPO,
or to set a marker for potential future cooperation. Yet insider reports
suggest the negotiations were serious.” Moreover, it is worth noting
they were welcomed by many of the OVP’s young and educated urban
members, for whom an OVP-Green coalition offered the potential for an
intellectually attractive alternative to renewed collaboration with the
FPO.

The latter is what eventually emerged, however. As early as 25 No-
vember, the FPO executive had voted in support of reviving the
coalition, and at initial soundings on 5 December, the FPO immediately
indicated a willingness to make major policy concessions. On 20
December, the OVP supported the FPO candidate’s election as Third
President of Parliament, and on 28 January, the FPO caucus for its part
supported the OVP’s provisional budget. Five days after the OVP-Green
negotiation failed, the FPO’s executive committee voted for formal
negotiations with the OVP. These were successfully completed within
a week, and the new government was installed on 28 February 2003.

Internal Relations

Internal resistance to again collaborating with the FPO had per-
sisted. Even at the party executive meeting of 20 February approving
Schiissel’s proposal to enter formal negotiations with the FPO, for
example, Proll and Piihringer voted against, while Leitl and Tyrolean
party leader Herwig von Staa abstained. Schiissel’s distribution of the
OVP’s cabinet ministries hinted that he wished to build internal bridges.
Tyrolean OAAB leader Giinther Platter became defense minister and
Josef Proll, nephew of the Lower Austrian governor and since 2001
director of the OBB, became minister of agriculture. However, these
developments also indicate how the 2002 election had enhanced
Schiissel’s intra-party authority. Despite objections, the Finance Mini-
stry went to Grasser, who had resigned from the FPO and was now
wholly dependent on Schiissel. Schiissel’s confidants Gehrer and Barten-
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stein remained in post, as did Foreign Minister Benita Ferrero-Waldner,
a faithful Schiissel lieutenant.” Rauch-Kallat, who had loyally served
Schiissel as general secretary, was promoted to health minister. The new
general secretary was Styrian Reinhold Lopatka, who had won his
national spurs as the aggressive manager of the 2002 election campaign,
while Schiissel loyalist Molterer now chaired the caucus. Molterer
played a key role in the party’s informal internal communication and
decision-making networks, including the kitchen cabinet. Yet the flow
of communication between the OVP’s government team and the party’s
constituent units was to be more top-down than it had been hitherto. In
sum, Schiissel enjoyed greater personal political control over the OVP’s
now enlarged ministerial team and appeared less willing to allow his
policy preferences to be constrained by the party.

Schiissel’s determination that his new government push forward his
neo-liberal agenda was welcomed by the OWB, which supported his
spending cuts, tightening of unemployment benefit rules, and instituting
privatization and reform programs, not least when they pertained to SPO
spheres of influence such as the nationalized industries (VOEST) and
the Austrian Federal Railways. Yet there was also unhappiness in some
parts of the OVP about the consequences of the government’s confron-
tational style. These included the unusual sight of industrial unrest in
response to the coalition’s 2003 proposals regarding the railways and
pension reform. Indeed, within two months of the government’s
formation, Leitl (acting as president of the Austrian Chamber of Com-
merce) joined with the SPO-oriented Trades Union Federation—a fellow
social partner institution—to call for the government’s pension reform
proposals to be withdrawn. The OVP-FPO government’s relentless neo-
liberal emphasis increasingly brought Schiissel into conflict with the
OAAB, the leadership of which has always overlapped with the civil
service union. The OAAB was in the vanguard of protests against the
2003 and 2004 pensions reform bills. It obtained some modifications,
but remained convinced its interests were under attack.

Schiissel also faced internal dissatisfaction from provincial parties.
After an 8.4 percent gain in the Lower Austrian Landtag elections of
March 2003 (which benefited Governor Proll), the electoral trend
changed markedly. The FPO’s ever more rapidly declining vote in-
creasingly benefited the SPO rather than the OVP. In September 2003,
for example, the Upper Austrian OVP saw its vote increase by 0.7
percent, while that of the SPO soared by 11.3 percent. It attributed the
scale of its defeat largely to the government’s aggressive stance in
respect of its controversial pension reform proposals, which had
dominated Austrian politics during the preceding months, and to the
announcement just weeks before the election of the contentious pro-
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posed privatization of the VOEST. Politically, the most painful
consequences of analogous defeats at many other elections™ were the
losses of the governorships of Salzburg and Styria, which left the OVP
with only four (of nine), the lowest share in its history. Such results
contributed significantly to one of the main intra-party trends in
Schiissel’s second government, namely a growing distance between the
chancellor and his party. There was a perception on the ground that he
had become out of touch and was exhibiting a lack of concern about the
negative impact of his government’s policies and confrontational style
on provincial parties’ political fortunes. Inextricably linked with this
was his chosen coalition partner, which was again proving unreliable,
lacking in competence, and prone to public pronouncements that were
highly embarrassing. Indeed, one national-level OVP functionary
maintains that frustration at the ongoing problems with the FPO “was
the main motor of intra-party dissatisfaction within the coalition ... and
was present until the very end ... by which time nobody wanted ... this
coalition partner ... anymore.””’

There are two main reasons why internal dissatisfaction did not
generate a challenge to Schiissel’s leadership. First, his government
continued to provide incentives to key intra-party power brokers. In
particular, it was still delivering on the policy preferences of two of the
three Leagues (the OWB and OBB), who thus had no interest in risking
internal change. Second, he had acquired a reputation as a formidable
political operator, which meant that notwithstanding the OVP’s string
of electoral defeats and the fact that from 2003 until March 2006 it was
consistently behind the SPO in the polls, there was a belief Schiissel
would somehow again be able to pull the political chestnuts out of the
fire. The OVP’s underestimation of the SPO threat was based, in part,
on a disdain for SPO leader Alfred Gusenbauer, but also on a hope that
the expected economic revival would come in time for the election of
autumn 2006. In early 2006, unemployment did indeed start to decline,
and when a major financial scandal centered on the bank of the SPO-
oriented Austrian Trade Union Federation (BAWAG) broke in March,
it appeared the OVP would get its last-minute reprieve.

Yet to the surprise of most OVP supporters, the party lost the 2006
election and with it the chancellorship. Schiissel soon resigned the
chairmanship in favor of Molterer, but rather than withdrawing from
politics, he assumed the latter’s position as caucus chair. This fueled
speculation that notwithstanding the party’s electoral defeat, parliamen-
tary arithmetic, and the FPO’s oppositional orientation, he might yet
attempt a political comeback. This was unlikely to be successful, how-
ever. His second government’s problems collaborating with Austria’s
right-wing populists strengthened those within the party favoring a
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return to grand coalition government, a goal achieved in 2007. Mol-
terer’s gamble of July 2008 to precipitate early elections with a view to
regaining an OVP plurality failed to pay off at the election of 28
September 2008. The OVP leadership then passed to Josef Proll, whose
strategy was to resume a more consensual line and form a coalition with
the SPO. The pragmatic Leagues were thus again able to obtain policy
objectives via the re-instituted system of social partnership, and the
OVP’s stasis-inclined structure once again militated against internal
change.

External Relations

Schiissel entered his second administration from a position of
strength that one might assume would permit him to dominate the
OVP’s external relations. The cabinet over which he presided included
eight OVP nominees, but merely three FPO ministers. In the coalition
agreement, the FPO had effectively capitulated on all the issues that had
been the subject of its internal “Knittelfeld rebellion” (including EU
enlargement, delayed tax reform, and budget consolidation) and had
signed up to what amounted to an acceleration of Schiissel’s neo-liberal
policy preferences. Moreover, Schiissel’s potential to force through that
agenda appeared to have been enhanced by the scale of his party’s
electoral victory, which in turn reinforced his determination not to be
constrained by Austria’s consensual extra-parliamentary system of
social partnership.

Yet even at the outset, there were signs that governing with the FPO
might again prove challenging. For one, Riess-Passer’s resignation of
the FPO leadership had left the party rudderless. Haider having refused
to step up to the plate, there were three interim leaders before a party
congress of 12 December 2002 confirmed provisional leader Herbert
Haupt, the outgoing social affairs minister. Though uncontested, he
could only muster 87.8 percent of the delegate vote. A related second
sign of the problems to come was the FPO’s disunity over re-entering
government. November’s caucus vote for entering coalition negotiations
had been unanimous, but support amongst the grassroots members
remained weak. At the party executive meeting of 28 February appro-
ving the coalition agreement, two members had voted against the
proposal. More ominously, the FPO leadership felt unable to accede to
internal pressure for an extraordinary party conference to ratify the
agreement and left this to a meeting of the party directorate. Only 119
of the 240 members attended, and of these, eleven voted against. Third,
Haider was even less tied into the coalition than before. Having refused
to resume the party leadership, he had declared (albeit neither for the
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first nor the last time) his irrevocable intention to withdraw from natio-
nal politics. He had thus not participated in the coalition negotiations
and remained a potent and potentially disruptive force within the FPO.

The FPO grassroots’ populist orientation and hostility to much of
the government’s agenda endured throughout Schiissel’s administration
and were manifested in numerous policy fields. How they were to
impact Schiissel’s management of the coalition was well illustrated in
the government’s very first major project: the 2003 pension reform. In
late March, Schiissel obtained his coalition partner’s agreement to a
white paper submitted for public consultation. Within days, Haupt had
felt obliged to respond to the enormous backlash from within the FPO
by proposing (without prior consultation with Schiissel) that the reform
be subjected to a popular referendum. Schiissel managed on 29 April to
get the bill through cabinet (where, as with all cabinet decisions, it
required unanimous support), but at a subsequent meeting of the FPO
executive, four of the nine provincial party leaders rejected it. Haupt
then called on President Klestil (with whom Schiissel’s relations had
long been poor) to host a roundtable comprising the government and
social partners to hammer out a compromise. It was unsuccessful, but
after a number of additional meetings, many hosted by Schiissel in the
Federal Chancellery, the cabinet passed its final draft pension bill on 4
June. This was approved by the parliamentary budget committee with
the votes of the FPO and OVP, yet the very next day, eight of the FPO’s
eighteen MPs declared they would not support the bill in the plenary
vote unless there were further reforms. Further compromises were
found, and the bill passed on 11 June, but the process had clearly
demonstrated that Schiissel could not rely upon the FPO leadership to
deliver the support of the wider party for coalition policy.

Following another case of poor intra-coalition liaison in September
2003 (this time in connection with the proposed VOEST privatization)
and the FPO’s disastrous showing at that month’s elections in Tyrol and
Lower Austria (-11.6 percent and -11.6 percent respectively), the FPO
replaced its coalition coordinator. Haupt also symbolically terminated
his regular post-cabinet press conference appearance alongside Schiissel.
Such symbolic responses could not resolve the FPO’s four fundamental
and interrelated structural problems, which together greatly complicated
Schiissel’s management of coalition relations. First, the 2002 Knittelfeld
crisis had caused many of the more pragmatic elements of the FPO to
leave the party, and protest-orientated elements were now being further
strengthened by a succession of very poor election results.” Second, the
FPO did not have a clearly identifiable and effective national leadership
with whom Schiissel could negotiate. From the outset, Haupt was
constantly under internal pressure, not least from Haider, who under-
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mined him at every opportunity. Determined to resist pressure to resign,
on 28 June 2003 Haupt engineered a vote of confidence in the party
executive, but in October 2003 had to concede the appointment of an
executive party leader. This was Haider’s sister, Ursula Haubner, an
Upper Austrian politician who on 3 July 2004 also replaced Haupt as
leader (with only 79 percent of party congress delegate votes). Haubner
reintegrated Haider into the national leadership, which gave Schiissel
greater clarity over intra-party power relations, but Haider remained an
unpredictable partner.

Third, the FPO’s ministerial team was overall not well rooted in the
party. The Justice Ministry initially remained in the hands of Dieter
Bohmdorfer, Haider’s personal lawyer, who was not a party member,
and on 25 June 2004 passed to Karin Gastinger (née Miklautsch),
another Haider nominee and non-party member. The social affairs
minister was the luckless Haupt, who on 26 January 2005 was replaced
by Haubner and who in October 2003 had already had to forfeit the vice-
chancellorship to Transport Minister Hubert Gorbach. The latter was a
business-oriented pragmatist from the small Vorarlberg branch that was
used to governing with the OVP and who was for many in the FPO’s
grassroots organization far too quiescent. Fourth, while members of the
FPO’s cabinet team were detached from the party’s grassroots, FPO
MPs were exposed to constant pressure from their provincial parties to
reflect grassroots opposition to government policy. Schiissel had in place
abody comprising the caucus leaders, their administrative directors, and
the heads of the offices of the chancellor and vice-chancellor that was
charged with ensuring the passage of agreed upon legislation. However,
he could not be confident of his coalition partner’s capacity to deliver
the requisite parliamentary majorities.

It is, thus, understandable that he did not object when on 4 April
2005 (after secret prior consultation with him) Haider established the
League for the Future of Austria (Biindnis Zukunt Osterreich, or BZO).
It immediately guaranteed the government’s majority and was to ensure
that for the remainder of the government’s terms Schiissel could act as
though he headed a single-party government. For one, the BZO’s
capacity to counter his policy priorities was undermined by the claim
made at its foundation that its distinctivess lay in governmental res-
ponsibility. Second, contrary to assurances Haider had given Schiissel,
large parts of the FPO did not defect to the BZO, which in the polls was
thereafter mainly just below the 4 percent share of the vote necessary for
parliamentary representation. Accordingly, Schiissel knew it could not
afford to precipitate elections. For Schiissel’s supporters, the BZO
constituted the ultimate confirmation of his strategy of collaborating
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with Austria’s right-wing populists, since it appeared to have separated
the FPO’s more pragmatic forces from its incorrigible protest elements.

Relations within the coalition were now much easier for Schiissel,
but his longer-term prospects for maintaining his office and policy goals
were less encouraging. The OVP remained behind the SPO in the polls,
and the BZO’s electoral survival continued to be in doubt. Effectively
ejected from governmental responsibility, the FPO had, by contrast,
been freed to resume all-out populist vote maximization and by the
summer of 2006 regained the albeit weak position it had enjoyed in the
polls prior to the foundation of the BZO. Despite hopes that the
BAWAG affair might rescue its fortunes, at the election of 1 October
2006, the OVP came in second to the SPO (by 34.5 to 35.5 percent). The
BZO scraped in on 4 percent, while the FPO obtained 11 percent, the
same as the Greens.” OVP losses were greatest amongst workers
alienated by policies such as the pension reform. They were partly
attributable to poor mobilization of the OVP’s vote, especially where
internal resentment against Schiissel had been greatest. Others criticized
the OVP campaign’s focus on the chancellor who, though respected as
a fearsome strategist and tactician, was not popular. Moreover, the SPO
had been successful in its three-year campaign to portray him as the
embodiment of “social coldness,” a label predicated upon the govern-
ment’s neo-liberal policies, but which his rather aloof style also did little
to counter.

Between them, the OVP, FPO and BZO had a parliamentary ma-
jority (94 of 183 seats), but personal relations between the FPO and
BZO ruled out this coalition combination, as did internal OVP oppo-
sition. Schiissel stayed on long enough as party leader to take charge of
the OVP’s coalition negotiation team. He faced in SPO formateur
Gusenbauer someone as keen to be chancellor as he had been in 1999,
but with only one politically realistic coalition option, namely an SPO-
OVP government. Schiissel’s reputation for unexpected coalition
maneuvering provided a tactical advantage in the coalition negotiations
in which he managed to achieve for the OVP an unexpectedly good
outcome. Despite having lost the election, the party retained the Foreign
Ministry and the key ministries of Finance and the Interior, both
traditionally held by the SPO in grand coalitions. Moreover, the
coalition agreement did not contain any radial change to the OVP’s neo-
liberal policy agenda. On 11 January 2007, Gusenbauer replaced
Schiissel as chancellor, but weakened from the start by the concession
he had made in the coalition negotiations, he was to prove the Second
Republic’s shortest-lived incumbent.
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Conclusion

Schiissel can be regarded as a political entrepreneur motivated in
particular by holding the highest political office and liberalizing
economic policy. Unable to adapt the OVP’s organization to his ends,
his pursuit of these goals focused above all on altering the external
constraints he faced. He had two major external options: replacing the
SPO as the strongest party, or governing with the hitherto excluded
right-wing populist FPO. He will be remembered for deciding to govern
with the FPO and for his challenge to the decision-making style and
economic policy consensus of postwar Austrian politics, but also for a
leadership style characterized by ruthless exploitation of external and
internal opportunities to achieve his goals.

Some of the external tactics he employed were successful. These
included those adopted in the coalition negotiations after the 1999, 2002,
and 2006 elections, as well as his decision to face down the international
sanctions against his government. Others failed, including his 1995
attempt to win the chancellorship, as well as his 2006 election campaign.
Moreover, while the FPO’s self-destruction in 2002 and the formation
of the BZO seemed at the time to have vindicated his prediction that
bringing the right-wing populists into government would fatally
undermine them, by 2008 the picture looked somewhat different. The
combined FPO and BZO vote was even higher than that of the FPO in
1999. Internally, his tactics embraced informal networking, but above
all relied upon the provision of a combination of selective and collective
incentives to key power brokers such as the OVP’s Leagues. Though the
party remained divided throughout over both Schiissel’s decision to
govern with the FPO and his confrontational political style, he was able
to establish and maintain sufficient internal authority to permit him to
pursue his policy goals. Paradoxically, this was in part due to the
inherently conservative nature of the party’s internal structure, some-
thing that had originally constituted a hindrance to his office, policy, and
vote goals.

A number of implications for the broader party system resulted
from Schiissel’s decision to bring the FPO in from the cold. It caused a
considerable increase in political polarization. Indeed, the enduring bad
blood between the OVP and SPO was one of the factors undermining the
viability of the Gusenbauer government. Though both the SPO and OVP
invested considerable effort in the early months of Walter Faymann’s
government in order to appear more conciliatory, it remains to be seen
if consensus has really been restored. Second, Schiissel certainly initially
liberated the OVP from the SPO’s embrace and expanded his party’s
coalition possibilities, including in the direction of the Greens. On the
other hand, the founding of the BZO freed the FPO to resume a strategy
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of populist vote maximization and generated personal animosities
between these two parties that at least for some years undermined the
OVP’s prospects of forming a government with Austria’s populist,
radical right. Indeed, the overall shift in party strengths since 2006
means that the OVP is again left with few alternatives to the role of
junior partner in a coalition with the SPO, an position which the OVP’s
still unreformed internal structure makes it difficult for an OVP leader
to break out of.

Having said that, although the OVP’s electoral defeats have to date
not provoked the kind of organizational change predicted by Janda’s
thesis that such events are the “mother of party change”,* they did in the
late 1990s allow a strong political entrepreneur to change the party’s
external relations. In an age of greater electoral volatility, political
entrepreneurs are more likely to encounter opportunities to alter their
respective party’s external competitive environment. To be able to capi-
talize on them, however, they will need to manage effectively both the
internal and external consequences of their decisions.
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The Politics of Asymmetry:
(Non) Corporatist Policy Making, 2000-2006

Ferdinand Karlhofer

Introduction

From its establishment in the late 1940s through the turn of the
twenty-first century, Sozialpartnerschaft enjoyed a high reputation in
Austria’s political system. This was clearly the case until the 1980s and
even, albeit with certain qualifications, in the 1990s, when the chamber
system—traditionally the main pillar of social partnership—faced a
severe crisis. Social partnership owed its prestige in the public to its role
as a reliable and calculable mechanism for interest intermediation, thus
decisively contributing to the country’s economic development.
Although there have always been close ties between chambers and the
trade union federation on the one side, and political parties on the other,
the functioning of corporatist policy making remained untouched from
government changes. Called into being under the Grand Coalition of the
Austrian People’s Party (Osterreichische Volkspartei, or OVP) and the
Social Democratic Party of Austria (Sozialdemokratische Partei
Osterreichs, or SPO) (1945-1966), social partnership had its golden age
under the single party government of the OVP (1966-1970) followed by
the SPO (1970-1983). Even when the Freedom Party of Austria (Frei-
heitliche Partei Osterreichs, or FPO), a party all along critical against
corporatism, joined a coalition with the SPO (1983-1986), this had no
effect on the interest system.

Quite different were the premises in 2000. For the first time, a
program of a government explicitly aimed at changing the rules
regulating relations between government and interest groups surfaced,
all the more surprising because the terms of reference had been decided
without any consultation of the social partners. It was the starting point
for a series of disputes between government and associations, in
particular, the labor organizations, the Austrian Trade Union Federation
(Osterreichischer Gewerkschaftsbund, or OGB) and the Federal
Chamber of Labor. The tried and successful pattern of negotiation based
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on consensus and compromise was abruptly canceled. As a result, the
polarized politics that surfaced in the government of the OVP and FPO
(and later the Alliance for the Future of Austria [Biindnis Zukunft
Osterreich, or BZO)), in particular with the cabinet of the Schiissel I
Administration, revised what had until then been the most resilient pillar
of the political system.

Considering the situation just a few months before 4 February 2000,
both the speed and the intensity of change were surprising. A few days
before the election of October 1999, the presidents of the four big
associations (Economic Chamber, Chamber of Agriculture, Chamber of
Labor, and OGB), in a startling press conference, expressed their
reservations about the FPO possibly taking office for it might lead, as
they argued, to a “demolition of social partnership.” Yet immediately
after the election, the social partners went their separate ways and
resigned from joint action. Events in the year 2000 conveyed the
impression that the authority ascribed to social partnership had never
existed.

A couple of questions arise in this context. Why did the consensus
of elites, a characteristic of social partnership, not apply before and after
the formation of the government? Was the weakening of the corporatist
negotiation system a deliberate act of the government, or did it just
continue a process that had begun previously? Finally, what will the
future of Austro-Corporatism be?

Addressing these questions this article proceeds in three stages.
Section one provides an overview of the profile of Austrian corporatism.
The second section deals with the interests and motives of the ruling
parties between 2000 and 2006. In section three, the broader context of
the recent changes in the relations between government and interests is
discussed. The article concludes with a look at the OGB crisis caused by
currency speculations of the union-owned BAWAG bank and its
implications on corporatist politics.

The Profile of Austro-Corporatism

In the literature on corporatism, Austria has been classified a special
case.' It also ranks first (followed by Norway and Sweden) on Alan
Siaroff’s scale of integrated economies, with integrated economy
defined as “a long-term co-operative pattern of shared economic ma-
nagement involving the social partners and existing at various levels
such as plant-level management, sectoral wage bargaining, and joint
shaping of national policies in competitiveness-related matters
(education, social policy, etc.).”?
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The capacity to meet the criteria of a highly integrated economy is
closely attributed to Austria’s extraordinary extensive chamber system
covering virtually all people in employment except for public officials.
The chambers are established as self-governing statutory corporations
with compulsory membership. Their broad functions can be categorized
as 1.) those of an autonomous nature, such as services to members, 2.)
the function expressed as the right to give opinions on draft laws in the
legislative process, and 3.) quasi-public and judicial functions in which
the chambers are represented on the decision-making apparatus of the
State (commissions, committees, advisory panels, courts, insurance
institutions, and so forth), as well as those in which they perform direct
State functions (constituting foreign trade delegations and the like).” All
things considered, the chambers have far-reaching competences
including control over the social security system, involvement in social
and economic legislation, and participation in public administration. In
combination with the Works Constitution Act (Arbeitsverfassungsge-
setz), the chamber system forms the basic framework for corporatist
politics in Austria.*

Most relevant as corporatist actors in Austria are its chambers,
volunteer organizations, and political parties. The Economic Chamber
(Wirtschaftskammer) and the Chamber of Labor (Arbeiterkammer) are
the interest representations for business and labor, covering about
300,000 employers and 2.5 million employees, respectively. Both
chambers are, in an international perspective, special cases. Economic
chambers with compulsory membership exist in most European
countries, yet the Austrian chamber is the only one which is exclusively
entitled to conclude collective bargaining agreements with labor
organizations. Chambers of labor exist, apart from Austria, in Luxem-
bourg and in two German provinces (Saarland and Bremen). The
outstanding feature of the Austrian chamber, however, is its by far
higher financial endowment (compulsory membership fees amount to
0.5 percent of the gross income), allowing for extensive activities in
service, education, and research.

In addition to the chambers, there are voluntary associations for
business and for labor: the Austrian Federation of Industry (Industriel-
lenvereinigung (IV)) and the OGB. In this mixed system of
organizations, the chambers represent the steady pillar, all the more so
because there is no competition between statutory and voluntary
associations. As for the Chambers of Labor, they exist in close
relationship to the OGB whose functionaries are at the same time
delegates to the chamber’s assembly. From the very beginning, the
chamber has been an instrument of the union, attending to expertise and
services, thereby providing most helpful “external” support for union
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power, both organizationally and financially. On the employers’ side,
representation is slightly different because the Economic Chamber
covers the whole business community, while the IV is confined to in-
dustrial enterprises. In practice, however, the IV has control over the
Chamber’s industry division.

The three big chambers (for business, labor, and agriculture) are
governed by political factions on the basis of periodical elections. The
OVP holds the majority in the Economic Chamber and in the Chamber
of Agriculture, while the SPO is dominant in the Chamber of Labor.
Akin, the Trade Union Federation is composed of political factions, with
the SPO holding the majority and the OVP being the strongest minority.
The Federation of Industry is formally independent, but is informally
closely related with the OVP.

The interdependency between associations and political parties
finds its expression in the composition of legislative bodies at all levels.
In the late 1970s, more than 50 percent of the members of the Austrian
National Council (Nationalrat) were at the same time high-ranking
functionaries (including presidents) of the big labor market organiza-
tions. Since then, the number has decreased significantly (to 15 percent
by 2000). The presidents of the three big chambers waived their seats in
the late 1990s; the president of the Federation of Trade Unions followed
in 2006.”

To sum up, chambers and party influence are certainly not
exclusively Austrian properties. It has, rather, been the comprehensive-
ness of the chamber system and the scope and intensity of the parties’
influence that have given rise to the attributes of the Austrian political
system being expressed by the terms Kammerstaat (chamber state),
Verbdndestaat (state associations), and Parteienstaat (party state).

The Year 2000:
Interests and Motives of the Ruling Parties

The question regarding which of the two parties played the key role
in paving the way for the coalition is not central in this context.
Certainly of importance, though, was that the FPO had to make
substantial concessions in order to erase doubts about its ability to
govern, while the OVP could not resist seizing the opportunity of a
political turn. Clearly, the ideological differences between the two
parties were large. On the other hand, in several policy fields, such as
family, social, economic, and security policy, their positions were
considerably less divergent than had been the case between the OVP and
SPO. All above, the cutback of the welfare state after three decades of
social democratic hegemony was a matter of great concern both for the
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OVP and the FPO. Regarding social partnership, however, interests and
motives of the new partners in government were quite divergent.

The FPO’s attitude towards social partnership was essentially
determined by its relationship to the SPO. In countless elections in the
past fifteen years, a good deal of the party’s increase in votes came from
the Social Democratic Lager, causing persistently fierce competition
between the two parties. In the national election of 1999, the FPO
became the strongest party among skilled workers, the SPO’s traditional
core electorate. The fact that the SPO, since the mid-1980s had been
denied a coalition with the party due to its problematic behavior in
dealing with the Nazi past, reinforced the FPO’s hostile and exacerbated
attitude.

In election campaigns, the FPO frequently took advantage of
grievances against the Kammerstaat caused by extensive personal
privileges and the excessive incomes of functionaries. Surprisingly,
despite its outstanding successes with political elections, the FPO failed
to achieve comparable results in chamber elections, not even in the
elections of the Chamber of Labor which was, it should be noted, the
primary target of the party’s attacks. Not even when the chambers were
urged by the government to hold (coercive) ballots among their
members on the question of whether or not they wanted to maintain the
chamber system, the FPO’s efforts were crowned with success—a vast
majority in all chambers voted in favor of the status quo. Not much
different, the party failed to make use of discontent among OGB
members; an FPO separatist trade union named Free Austrian Trade
Union (Freie Gewerkschaft Osterrreichs), founded in 1997, recruited
merely a handful of members and vanished quietly from the scene after
a couple of years.

The FPO’s inability to catch up among labor organizations the same
way it did in the political arena made its self-perception of being the
“new labor party” incomplete and inconsistent. Due to its outsider status
in labor organizations, the FPO’s options for exerting influence were
low, and the same was the case with regard to social partnership. As a
party in government, though, weakness in the corporatist system turned
to strength in politics, at least to some extent. The FPO had much less
reason to be considerate of members’ interests and loyalties than the
OVP had. Thus, for instance, holding conflict-laden portfolios such as
the reform of administration (implying the impairment of civil servants’
rights) was less challenging; what is more, any resistance of the
employees’ representation could be easily communicated as delaying
tactics to the public.

Quite different was the interest profile of the FPO’s coalition
partner, the OVP. Subdivided into, among others, three big leagues



109

(Biinde) for employers, employees, and farmers, all of them strongly
represented in the respective chambers, the OVP can be regarded a
“corporatist” party par excellence. Its leagues are, at the same time,
political groups in the chambers and subdivisions of the party.® Legal
entities of their own (as a rule, joining the OVP takes place via joining
a league), the leagues have direct access to the membership fees. As a
result, any conflict with a social partner organization is potentially an
internal conflict tangling with the balance of power within the party, too.
As already mentioned, several issues such as administrative reform or
bargaining rounds in the public sector, accompanied by unusually
controversial negotiations between the minister in charge (FPO) and the
Union of Public Service Employees (dominated by the respective OVP
league) would have been unthinkable under a homogenous OVP
government.

Industrial Relations and Political Turn

As stated at the beginning of this article, the relations between
government and social partners escalated immediately after the coalition
took office, resulting in an abrupt suspension of corporatist practices.
Significantly, the coalition pact had held out the prospect of a “reform
of social partnership” with regard to several issues (labor market service,
reform of the pension system, gender equality), even explicitly provi-
ding for the involvement of the social partners.

In practice, however, there was a tendency to ignore the principle
of parity in the treatment of business and labor interests from the very
beginning. This exclusion occurred in a threefold way:

Social bias: Most of the relevant government bills for labor and
employment law changes aimed at a cutback of employment rights,
thus severely challenging trade unions and the Chamber of Labor.
Most provocative was certainly a passage in the coalition contract
which read “change of all provisions disproportionately burdening
business.”

Break with the rules of the game: Contrary to the announcement of the
coalition pact, the government did not involve the social partners in
social and economic policy-making processes. Right-leaning social
policy had always been a field where the corporatist actors were
used to negotiate a consensual solution which was (mostly) adopted
by government and parliament. Due to that, social partnership was
frequently criticized for predetermining the parliament’s autonomy.
Yet despite controversy, it secured social peace and contributed to
the economic upturn enjoyed for over half a century. With the
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government leaving no room for negotiation, this function could no
longer be performed.

Inclusion and exclusion: The coalition was obviously strongly in-
fluenced by business interests. In contrast to previous practices,
business associations—Economic Chamber, Federation of
Industry—still enjoyed privileged access to policy makers, while
labor organizations increasingly were excluded. The unequal
treatment of interest groups appeared to drive a wedge between
business and labor organizations.

The rationale of social partnership had always been that none of the
partners exploits its actual position, but all seek to come to a com-
promise—ideally a win-win situation for all actors involved. Now, by
contrast, the trend seemed to go in the direction of redistribution—a
zero-sum game in which only one wins at the cost of others. As a result,
tripartite relations change for the worse: unions and the Chamber of
Labor are no longer accepted as equal partners in the game; their role as
actors in economic and social policy is downgraded and restricted to
partial aspects of the objective.

Irritating for labor organizations, in this context, must have been
less the fact that an anti-corporatist party was in government, but that the
OVP as a corporatist party supported the new policy.” A striking
example of the OVP’s changed position was the transfer of the “labor”
portfolio from the Ministry of Social Affairs to the Ministry of Eco-
nomy. So far, there had been consensus that the separation of economy
and labor reflected a distinct role assignment for the respective
ministers. Commenting on the changes in connection with the realloca-
tion, the Economy Minister (OVP) stated he wanted “to overcome the
cliché that there was an antagonism between employers and
employees”*—a position implicitly questioning the trade union which
derives its raison d’étre from conflicting interests in industrial relations.

Several passages in the coalition pact indicated a strengthening of
business against labor. These passages related to the redefinition of the
health and safety executive’s role (focus on service rather than on
control), shift of the rights of co-determination from the sectoral to the
plant level (thus weakening trade union influence), emphasis of the
service character of the chambers, and reorganization of the electoral
law for chambers.

As regards the Chamber of Labor, the government parties soon
delivered the threat that, if the chamber continued to oppose government
policy, they would cut the Chamber’s membership fee from 0.5 to 0.3
percent of the members’ incomes, thereby forcing it to undertake a
drastic reduction of its services.
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As far as changes of the corporatist structures were at stake, consent
to the envisaged changes was not to be expected from trade unions and
the Chamber of Labor, simply because they could not accept restrictions
for their sphere of influence. Apart from this, the principle of the
chambers governing themselves had always been interpreted broadly;
not only had legal changes of the chambers’ competences and structures
never been undertaken without their consent, but alterations had
principally been made solely on their own initiatives. The “reform of
social partnership” as envisaged in the coalition pact broke with tradition
because political regulation was given priority over the social partners’
autonomous status.

In light of this reprioritizing and the general political turn of 2000,
the rules for the corporatist negotiating system were abruptly redefined,
too. Both in aim and practice, the government suspended the so-far
generally accepted consensus about seeking a balanced configuration of
interest groups. The government’s turn did not necessarily put an end to
the bipartisanism between business and labor. Yet, as a matter of fact,
it was to be expected that the aggravated relationship between
government and labor organizations would have a negative effect on the
established negotiation culture.

Labor on a Collision Course with the Government

Although the corporatist pattern had already declined in the years
preceding the 1999 election, the government change in 2000 marked a
severe break in the relations between associations and the state. Their
new relationship, at least in the first years after the political turn, had
little in common with the traditional understanding of social partnership.
Due to its excellent performance throughout the Second Republic,
Austro-Corporatism had always enjoyed a high reputation. Self-gover-
nance of the chambers, the embeddedness of associations in policy-
making structures, and an underlying assumption of parity between
capital and labor had been the basic principles of its mode of operation.
All three elements were now fundamentally disputed. When the center-
right coalition took office in February 2000, the “reform of social
partnership” was declared a priority objective. Government policy aimed
at reducing the social partners’ influence; contrary to the past, their
expertise was sought less, and the chambers’ formal right to give an
opinion on a draft law was frequently bypassed. In general, legislative
action tended to override the principle of parity at the expense of labor,
thereby making the latter a fierce opponent of the government.

In reaction to the government’s policy, the OGB changed gradually
from a formerly pronounced consensual style to a confrontational one.
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In October 2001, a ballot vote among the 1.4 million union members
took place. To many observers, even to union leaders, the ballot
appeared risky, since it was the first one of its kind in the union’s
history. In the end, the turnout of 57 percent, in which more than 90
percent voted in favor of a more militant union policy, was surprisingly
high. From then on, the OGB had a strong mandate for action which,
however, was not exercised immediately.

As a matter of fact, the vote impressed both the government and the
employers’ side and gave rise to a temporary revival of social partner-
ship; for example, within a startling short time, a joint solution for the
long discussed reform of severance pay was found. On the whole,
however, the unequal treatment of labor and employers’ organizations
by the government continued. In spring 2003, the dispute between the
government and the OGB hit its peak when the government presented
a draft law concerning severe cuts in the pension system. Since the
government had refused to consult the social partners (notably labor)
before drafting the legislation, the OGB mobilized with almost half a
million workers protesting against the reform plans. Though inviting the
union, among others, to a roundtable discussion,’ the government re-
mained adamant and pushed the bill through parliament. With a total of
10.4 million hours lost and a relative duration of roughly three hours and
sixteen minutes per employee in employment, the strike activities of
2003 exceeded the postwar peak of 1950.

Table 1

Strikes in OECD Countries, 1993-2002*
Country Strikes Country Strikes | Country Strikes
Spain 252 Ireland 77 Netherlands 18
Canada 187 Australia 77 Germany 5
Denmark 174 United States 45 Switzerland 3
Italy 130 Sweden 30 Austria
Finland 115 United Kingdom 25 Austria 2003 41
France 92 Portugal 23

*Working days lost per 1, 000 employees, annual average 1993-2002.
Source: Informationsdienst des Instituts der deutschen Wirtschaft Kln, October 2004.

The outcome of the strike was ambivalent. On the one hand, the
OGB clearly lost in its conflict with the government. Yet both the ballot
and the protest actions indicated a metamorphosis of the Austrian trade
union movement. Until a couple of years previous, the OGB had been
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committed to a strictly cooperative negotiation strategy, which in doubt-
ful cases was pursued even against the members’ expressed wishes.
Over the years, the membership had gradually fallen from over 60
percent in the mid-1960s to less than 40 percent in the late 1990s. Yet
now, with the background of continuous conflict with the government,
the identification with union goals was on the rise again, thus bringing
the loss of members to a halt—though just temporarily, as it turned out.
Obviously, strong pressure from the party’s rank and file and their
expectations, emanating from the ballot vote of 2001, significantly
contributed to the alteration of the OGB, which now puts an emphasis
on mobilization and campaigning. For some time, it was unclear whether
the union would—under altered political conditions—resume its “vote
and seat” on the negotiating table. There were strong indications,
however, that its former role of being the most loyal and faithful partner
in the corporatist system was a thing of the past. Like the associations
of business and farmers which had already been oscillating between
corporatism and lobbyism for several years, the OGB, too, was likely to
accentuate its members’ interests rather than the commonweal, thus
inevitably leading to less calculability of the actors involved.

The Broader Context of Change:
Power Shift and Fragile Consensus

Even though the momentum for the rapid changes of relations
emanated from the government, it must be recalled that the scope for
mutual concessions had already narrowed. In retrospect, a striking loss
of authority of the corporatist associations occurred. In particular, on the
economic chamber’s side an increasing number of sectoral groups
tended to refuse macro-level collective bargaining agreements, many of
them striving against coercive chamber membership. In response to
discontent and adopting an attitude of laissez-faire, the federal chamber
repeatedly accepted particularist groups stepping out of line and refusing
to conclude bargaining agreements with the union. In general, internal
troubles on both sides—centrifugal tendencies on the employers’ side,
at the same time, a steady loss of members on the OGB’s side—
inevitably had an impact on corporatist relations. For either side, it
became increasingly difficult to find the balance between optimal goal
achievement as a corporatist actor on the one side, and member-oriented
pressure politics on the other. Like it or not, the associations changed the
tune, from time to time escalating, although—what is worth mentio-
ning—never risking the collapse of the negotiation system. Yet the
system had already become fragile before Wolfgang Schiissel came to
power.
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Obviously, aside from the political turn, other forces at work were
responsible for the declining demand for corporatist policy-making. First
and foremost, the opening of the Austrian market—a process that started
in 1973 when Austria signed a free trade agreement with the European
Community and found its completion with the entry into the European
Union in 1995—contributed to it. The logic of corporatist action was no
longer demand-side but supply-side oriented, that is, acting in accor-
dance with the imperative of backing the country’s competitiveness. '
The coalition which came to power in 2000 put the focus from the very
beginning on a genuinely “anti-corporatist” goal: zero budget. Later on,
the government committed itself to the Brussels consensus on macro-
economic stabilization policies, thereby, once again, foiling the corpora-
tist logic of operation."

Second, in the 1990s the Austrian chamber system suffered from a
severe loss of legitimacy which, in the end, challenged its future exi-
stence. Basically, the chambers, as organizations with compulsory
membership, are not faced with density problems, as free associations
are, since there is no exit option for members. Thus it is not associability
but the turnout in elections that must serve as an indicator of organi-
zational stability. It was the turnout that decreased in all chamber
elections, most dramatically in the Chamber of Labor which, between
1984 and 1994, registered a decline from 64 to 30 percent. In order to
cope with the crisis, all chambers started extensive reform processes
which, all things considered, put the focus on the improvement of
services for members.'> By the late 1990s, the crisis was overcome,
members’ confidence was regained, and turnout increased again. One
consequence, however, was a gradual shift from the “logic of influence”
towards the “logic of membership” (following the terminology intro-
duced by Philippe Schmitter and Wolfgang Streeck'), making the
chambers less reliable actors in terms of social partnership.

Third, the extension of actors in decision-making bodies (think
tanks, policy advisers) have had an effect on the formerly almost exclu-
sive position of corporatist actors in a number of policy fields."

Fourth, the policy style in Austria has markedly shifted from con-
sensus democracy to conflict democracy.'” Certainly, the year 2000, with
the relations between government and the social partners (strictly
speaking, the labor side) souring from one day to the other, marked an
unprecedented rupture in the history of the Second Republic. However,
the basics of consensus democracy had become unstable long before the
political turn.'

Given the international drive of continuing decentralization with the
center of gravity of industrial relations shifting from the macro- to the
meso- and the micro-level, the foundations of corporatist policy-making
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have eroded thoroughly."” With some time lag, the “winds of change”
have been blowing in Austria, too. During the 1990s, social partnership
came increasingly under stress, mainly due to the limited scope for
action coming along with Europeanization and economic structural
change. The process of interest concentration and problem solving was
more and more complicated as a result of the divergent interests and
orientations of the social partners. It became clear that Austro-Corpo-
ratism, in a hist