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EU seen from the Fringe: Why the Norwegian 
Parliamentary Elections didn't Feature the Question of the 
EU at all 

 

On  11th September 2017 Norwegians went to the polls in the parliamentary elections. In 

the solidly social-democratic nation – the Labour party has led in every single election since 

1927 – the Left were expected by many to win and form a new government after four years 

of a conservative/right wing-coalition. This was not to be, however, as the support for the 

Labour party got progressively weaker in the run-up to the election, with voters leaving 

left and right. In the end, the political Left failed to reach a majority and the Right clung on 

to power, albeit with a thinner margin than in the last election.  

Interestingly, a lot of energy post-election have gone into explaining why the Labour party 

lost, and comparatively little into understanding how the parties on the Right won, 

perhaps a reflection of the traditionally hegemonic nature of the Labour party in 

Norwegian history. What seems clear, however, is that the Labour party struggled with 

communicating a clear vision for the future that clearly differentiated it from the 

Conservatives. 
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1. The Norwegian Political Landscape 

 

The Right moves left 

Further to the left, the Socialist Left Party and the Red Party were somewhat successful in 

attacking privatisation, and private companies making profit from selling welfare services to 

the government (which was dubbed “welfare profiteering”). In the political center, the 

Center Party were successful in campaigning against centralisation, made salient through a 

municipal reform instigated by the ruling government, and the closing down of smaller 

district hospitals and defence installations in the North, both of which are instrumental in 

sustaining jobs in smaller towns and rural communities.  

In a way the failure of the Labour party in differentiating itself from the Conservatives stems 

from how the Conservatives have moved left and co-opted a lot of the issues traditionally 

associated with the Left. For instance, the Conservatives made the fight against inequality 

one of their main talking points during the campaign (though their actual policies on this 

issue were less clear).  

Their performance in government have also been somewhat uncharacteristic of conservative 

parties in the rest of the world, with the amount of bureaucrats ballooning and a clear 

increase in government spending compared to the previous Labour-coalition government. 

The justification for the spending spree is a traditional Keynesian argument of counter-

cyclical policies: The current downturn in the oil industry – a cornerstone of the Norwegian 

economy – requires more spending to offset the crisis. This is clearly a far cry from the 

austerity policies traditionally associated with conservatives. “We're all social-democrats”, is 

a well known tongue-in-cheek adage in Norwegian politics, attributed to a former 

conservative prime minister in the 1960s – a phrase that now seems truer than ever.  

 

Greasing the wheels with oil 

How, you might ask, can the government finance both tax breaks and spending? The answer 

is the Oil Fund.1 Technically named the Government Pension Fund of Norway, the fund is 

 

1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government_Pension_Fund_of_Norway 
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comprised of money earned through the oil industry and is currently valued at around 850 

billion euro – the equivalent of about six annual national budgets. It is considered a “rainy 

day” fund and was originally meant, as the name suggests, to help weather the increasing 

cost of pensions stemming from an ageing population. 

The value of the fund has, however, increased far beyond what was initially imagined and 

the national budget is now continually buttressed with interests from the fund – to a steadily 

increasing degree. Ten years ago, every twelfth krone in the budget came from the oil fund. 

Now, it's every sixth. The use of oil money is only tempered by the so-called Budgetary rule – 

agreed on by most parties – that only three percent of the yield from the fund is to be used, 

in part to avoid excessive cash inflows that could damage other sectors of the economy (a 

phenomenon known as Dutch disease).2 

As worrying as the oil dependency is to many, the spending policy for now seems to work as 

intended. Norway has weathered the 2008 financial crisis much better than other European 

countries, and even with the economic fallout from the sudden drop in oil prices in 2014 – 

which led to enormous problems in other oil dependent states like Venezuela – Norway 

seems to be faring better than most. This fact may well have been one of the deciding 

factors in the election: The Norwegian economy is after all doing fairly well – unemployment 

is down and export is up – which made the case for a change in government harder to sell 

for the opposition.   

 

Anti-immigration sentiment 

Another reason why the current government managed to stay in  power is its migration 

policy. Anti-immigration sentiment is, and has been, on the rise in Norway for a long time. In 

a recently released poll on voter issues during the election, 28 percent said that 

“immigration” was the most important issue to them when they voted. This is a more than 

double the amount of voters who said the same in the previous election four years ago, and 

a sharp contrast to the election 16 years ago when only 4 percent cited immigration as their 

top priority. The immediate reason for this seems to be the migration crisis.  

 

2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dutch_disease 
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When the migration crisis unfolded in 2015, Norway already had a right-wing anti-

immigration party in government: The Progress Party. The roots of this party are rather 

different than most anti-immigration parties in Europe, which often have former ties to neo-

nazi or fascist organisations.  

The Progress Party on the other hand, grew out of an ideology of economic liberalism, with 

lower taxes and smaller government being the main issues. Anti-immigration only became a 

main part of their platform at a later stage. As such, this right wing- party has been easier to 

stomach for the political establishment than their continental cousins, while still remaining 

on the political fringe until the 2013 elections, when they went into a coalition government 

with the Conservative Party.  

As a result of this government-coalition, Norway took a different approach than its 

neighbour Sweden, when faced with a huge influx of immigrants in 2015. Norway had a 

higher number of asylum seekers per capita than even Germany (Norway only has a 

population of 5 million), and the government, instead of welcoming refugees, made efforts 

to appear strict and unwelcoming to discourage future asylum applications. This led to 

criticism domestically on moral grounds, but seems to have worked as intended: The 

amount of asylum applications for 2016 is much lower per capita than the countries that 

have maintained a refugee-friendly image.  

There is now little opposition within Norway to a strict immigration policy. Only a couple of 

smaller parties on the left and in the centre argue for a relaxation of the rules. The Progress 

Party still maintains issue-ownership of anti-immigration policies and have been using this 

effectively in the election. 

 

2. Norway and the EU 

 

EU in the Norwegian elections 

As European parliamentary elections go, the Norwegian one did not seem to conform to the 

pattern of others taking place on the continent this year. While questions concerning the EU 

and issues related to international cooperation have been high on the agenda in the 

elections like the Dutch, French and German, such issues were largely absent from the 

debates leading up to the elections in Norway.  
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Of course, Norway is one of the few Western European nations that is not a member of the 

EU, and one could therefore be forgiven for thinking that the lack of debate about EU-

related issues is only natural. However, even though Norway is not a member of the union, it 

is inexorably linked through trade (84.2 percent of Norwegian export is to the EU, and 68.5 

of import is from EU countries)3 and through international political issues affecting all 

European nations in some way, like the migration crisis.  

Education, environment, taxes, healthcare and economy/jobs constituted the main issues 

for about 95 percent of the voters in the Norwegian election.4 The last time EU/EEC-related 

issues figured on the list was in 2009 when 2 percent of voters stated Europe as the most 

important issue to them. Foreign policy in general polled at 3 percent.5 

When asked more specifically about whether foreign policy impacts their choice of party, 

Norwegians gives it slightly more weight. 15 percent say “international politics” is their main 

concern politically, while one in three voters wants foreign policy to play a larger role in the 

elections. The main image is clear however: Europe, and the rest of the world in general, is 

only a peripheral concern to the Norwegian voter.  

 

An unfamiliar landscape 

To understand why the EU and topics related to Europe was not even an issue in the 

Norwegian parliamentary election, we have to look at the rather peculiar political landscape 

of Norwegian attitudes to the EU. 

To make a very rough sketch of European EU-attitudes, you could say that it follows fairly 

closely the traditional Left-Right axis. Parties on the left, and their voters, could generally 

speaking be described as globalist. The further right on the political spectrum, the more 

nationalist and anti-globalist the parties become. Strong EU-scepticism is usually the reserve 

of the far right. While anti-EU sentiment exist also on the left, it has been, at least until the 

last few years largely marginalised and somewhat a fringe phenomenon. 

In recent years, examples in the UK, France, Italy and Spain have shown that a growing Far-

Left movement associates EU membership with neoliberal policies and what is loosely 

 

3 http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/delegations/norway/eu_norway/trade_relation/index_no.htm 

4 https://www.nrk.no/norge/disse-tallene-kan-forklare-ap-krisen-1.13666377  

5 https://www.nrk.no/norge/skole-og-miljo-viktigste-valg-saker-1.6751557  
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termed “global capitalism”. This, interestingly, has been the mainstream left position on the 

EU in Norway for decades.  

Thus, the picture in Norway has been more or less flipped: The Left have traditionally taken 

the lead in euro-scepticism, while the right have taken a pro-EU stance in the “EU-struggle”, 

which has been called the “most contentious political issue in Norway after 1945”.6 Two 

referendums on membership, to the EC in 1972 and the EU in 1994, have divided the 

country, with both coming out against membership (53.5% against in 1972, and 52.2% 

against in 1994) .  

Norway's Conservative Party, the largest party on the right, is the only party clearly in favour 

of membership. Norway's leading right-wing party The Progress Party have until recently 

remained open to Norwegian membership in the EU, but only last year adopted a new policy 

against membership. 

The Socialist Left party, on the other side of the political spectrum, have been one of the 

leading critics of the current EEA-solution and have been firmly opposed to any further 

integration, with arguments generally based on scepticism towards supranational 

institutions and opposition to relinquishing sovereignty to political entities far removed from 

the population.  

Of the smaller parties in the centre, the Centre Party, traditionally a party of farmers and 

rural voters, have voiced strong opposition to EU-membership, arguing against any form of 

centralisation, be it to institutions in Oslo or Brussels. This clear stance have given them a 

great boosts in popularity in elections close to the two membership referendums.  

The social-democratic Labour party, the dominant party in post second world war Norway, 

have for a long time been split down the middle on the issue.  

 

The result of a sparse population 

Norway's unique attitude to the EU can be understood by looking at the relatively weak 

political elite in Norway. Even though everything is nominally decided in Oslo, parties – and 

especially the Labour Party – have been dependent on significant support from rural areas to 

win elections. This is partly because of the scattered settlement of the Norwegian 

 

6 https://snl.no/EU-kampen  
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population, and partly because of an intended policy of empowerment of rural areas at the 

expense of urban areas.  

The Norwegian opposition to the EU have traditionally been a “grass root opposition”, with a 

strong base in the areas far from the centres of political power. With the Labour party's 

dependence on the rural vote, it should therefore come as no surprise that the split within 

the party during the two EU referendums was roughly delineated between the party 

leadership in favour of membership, and the rank and file opposed. 

 

3. “The Norway Model” 

 

The strange Norwegian model for semi-participation in the EU have by some been proposed 

as a possible model for Great Britain post-Brexit. How exactly does this model work and how 

did it come to be? 

In the lead-up to the second referendum on EU membership in 1994, Norway and several 

other countries negotiated an agreement with the EU called the European Economic Area 

(EEA) agreement. When the referendum came out against membership, Norway instead 

continued with the EEA agreement. This agreement assured free trade with EU-countries as 

though Norway was within the Union – including the “four freedoms”: the free movement of 

goods, capital, services, and labour.7 In effect this makes Norway subject to decisions made 

in the EU, without being a voting member.  

Indeed, the pro-membership movement in the 1994 referendum argued that through the 

EEA agreement Norway would cede sovereignty to the EU through the commitments in the 

deal, while at the same time being left without ability to influence the decisions of the 

Union. Therefore, they argued, it was better to be a full member, so as to at least have a say 

in the decisions.  

Conversely, the movement against membership argued that the EEA-agreement would 

ensure Norwegian participation in the vital economic activity on the continent, while also 

maintaining sovereignty by abstaining from political participation.  

 

7 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Single_Market  
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In retrospect I would say that the pro-membership movement lost the referendum, but won 

the argument. Clearly the Norwegian parliament has ceded a lot of authority to the EU and 

the Norwegian parliament passes EU-regulations without question on a regular basis. 

 

The impact of the model 

A Norwegian Official Report written by a government-appointed committee in 2012 

examined the effects of the EEA-agreement on the Norwegian legislative process. It 

concluded that: “Within the framework of the agreements (EEA, Schengen and others) the 

Parliament is in reality no longer itself the legislator, but has to be satisfied with passing 

regulations that have been designed in the EU. Even though this only covers a part of the 

legislation of the Parliament, it is a substantial part, and it is ever increasing. When the 

Parliament itself legislates, one also has to make sure that the national regulations don't 

come into conflict with EU-EEA-law, and if so happens the courts will as a general rule be 

obliged to give preference to the EU/EEA-rules.”8 

I would argue that most people only have a very superficial understanding of the intricacies 

of Norway's relationship to the EU, and only maintains a vague impression that Norway is 

still independent without giving much thought to theoretical arguments of sovereignty.  

This might be in part because of Norway's strong economic performance. The economic 

effects of the EEA have generally been assumed to be positive, and the same report 

concludes that: “Norwegian participation in the inner market of the EU through the EEA-

agreement has had a positive effect on both border-crossing economic activity (trade, 

investments, labour movement), and on national economic regulation and business policy. 

Through nearly twenty years the agreement have contributed to economic growth, 

increased employment and increased purchasing power. Compared to the direct and 

indirect economic advantages of the EEA-agreement, the costs of the agreement are 

limited.”9 

As for whether this is a possible model for Britain post-Brexit, the question is really whether 

it would help offset any of the perceived problems of being inside the union. The main issues 

stated for voting for Brexit for the Leave-voters, were taking back control of legislative 

 

8 “NOU 2012:2” page 82. https://www.regjeringen.no/en/dokumenter/nou-2012-2/id669368/  

9 “NOU 2012:2” page 808–80  
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sovereignty, and controlling the movement of people.10 Neither of these issues would be 

addressed by adopting the Norwegian model, as Norway does not have true legislative 

sovereignty and is subject to the same freedom of movement of people as the rest of the 

Union.  

 

Conclusion 

 

On the one hand, as a small nation dependent on trade and cooperation, Norway's refusal to 

be a part of the EU might seem strange. It's strong anti-centralisation sentiment might, 

however, be something that other European countries, and their politicians, could learn 

from.  

Clearly, Norwegians are quite happy to have what – to me at least – is obviously an inferior 

solution to complete membership. As long as the illusion of sovereignty is maintained and 

the economic performance is strong, opposition to the EU is limited. If nothing else, this goes 

to show how politicians have to account for citizen's feeling of being connected to a local 

government, even if it's mainly illusory. 
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10 http://lordashcroftpolls.com/2016/06/how-the-united-kingdom-voted-and-why/  


