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About The Beacon Project

The International Republican Institute strengthens citizen voices and helps make their leaders 
more accountable and responsive. To put it simply, IRI encourages democracy in places where it 
is absent, helps democracy become more effective where it is in danger and shares best practices 
where democracy is flourishing. 

Vladimir Putin is actively trying to sway public opinion throughout Europe using hostile propaganda, 
disinformation, and political subversion as a way to destabilize its neighbors. Therefore, in 2015, 
IRI launched the Beacon Project to counteract this misinformation. 

The Beacon Project does not prevent disinformation from occurring—a laudable but impossible 
goal. Nor does it confront every instance of disinformation—though we work with partners who 
do just that.  IRI’s focus is to dismantle the underlying conditions that allow disinformation to 
spread. Strengthening democracy is the best approach for nations to respond not just to today’s 
threat, but to better endure in the face of future threats in whatever form they take.
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After the fall of communism,  Romania entered a never-ending circle of ex-communist party members 
influencing the country’s direction. Romania never had a lustration law, which would have meant the official 
and legal exclusion of ex-communist party members from political life. The failure to do this has significant 
implications for Romania to this day.. The first party after the communist revolution, the National Salvation 
Front, had as a co-president Ion Iliescu, the right hand of the former dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu. Being 
educated in Moscow, Ion Iliescu and his network manipulated the future of today Romania, his two terms in 
office as Romania’s president represented a  democratic backsliding in our young democracy. 

In 2023, Romania faced  new problems with old communist echoes. The main parties, PNL (National Liberal 
Party) and PSD (Social-Democrats Party) are both the successors of the National Salvation Front (FSN, first 
party after 1989).  In our short democratic history they are both well-known for a lack of political ideology, and 
hugely influenced from the shadows by the Romanian Secret Services (SRI). The ruling coalition in Romania 
until the 2024 general elections is made up of these two parties and the Hungarian minority party, UDMR 
(Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania). 

In this scenario, the rise of nationalist extremist parties like AUR – The Alliance for the Union of Romanians - 
is a fresh breath of hope for people that lost hope in organic change. Unaware of their extremist tendencies, 
anti-West and human rights positions, the electorate of AUR is made up of Romanian from rural, urban, 
young and old all alike. Significant support is also brought by the Romanian diaspora, one of the biggest in 
Europe, almost five million Romanian worldwide.

In this context, 2024 is going to be a historic year for Romania, when all four elections – local, national 
parliamentary, European parliamentary and presidential will be held. General voter apathy is the biggest 
threat against democracy, with only 31.84 percent of the population voting in the last parliamentary 
elections. This generalized apathy is built on a decade in which clientelism and incompetence flourished in 
Romanian politics and state institutions. The low level of trust is the result of the continuous state capture 
of key political positions. Politicians with no experience in the field such as Viorica Dăncilă (former prime 
minister), Nicolae Ciucă (current prime minister, former general with no prior visibility or experience in 
Romanian politics), Lucian Bode (Minister of Internal Affairs, accused of plagiarism related to his doctoral 
thesis following several journalistic investigations), Liviu Dragnea (former leader of the largest party in 
Romania, the Social Democratic Party. Former President of the Chamber of Deputies sentenced to three 
and a half years in prison) are now what Romanians despise most.

There was a quick progressive hope for the Romanian electorate. USR, or Uniunea Salvați România (Union 
for the Salvation of Romania). It was founded in 2016 as a center-right, pro-European, and reformist party. 
USR emerged as a response to public dissatisfaction with corruption and inefficiency in Romanian politics, 
and in the last parliamentary elections in 2020, it was part of the ruling coalition with PNL (National Liberal 
Party) and UDMR (Alliance of Hungarians in Romania). The coalition was brief, with USR ending up in the 
opposition. Now, the 70 percent supermajority obtained by the grand coalition of PNL, PSD and UMR, the 
second in the country’s post-communist history – has brought stability, but at many costs for 
Romania’s democracy. Among the backslides of the current coalition is a controversial bill that would 
give impunity and increased powers to the Romanian Intelligence Service, and the corruption and 
clientelism allegations surrounding a new infrastructure project, Anghel Saligny. 

Introduction

General political situation in the country
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Romania’s policy to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine can be described as excessively cautious. Having 613.8 km 
of shared border with Ukraine resulting in millions of Ukrainian refugees transiting and hundreds of 
thousands settling, Romanian political discourse has been unusually quiet in supporting Ukraine. Vasile 
Dincu, Romania’s former Defense Minister resigned after stating that Ukraine’s only chance for peace and 
ending the war is talks with Russia. Only after several days did Romania’s President Klaus Iohannis and 
Romania’s Prime Minister Nicolae Ciucă make public declarations  distancing themselves from his remarks. 

His statements are clearly contrary to the Government’s official position towards Ukraine, but it seems 
they reflect a portion of the Romanian politicians that want the conflict to end as soon as possible, thus 
minimizing   negative effects on the relationship between Romania and Russia.

Closing in to the 2024 elections, misinformation is no longer a tactic specific to the AUR party. Lately, the 
ruling parties have not refrained from making controversial statements, taking advantage of the scandal 
such as the Bystroe canal dispute and the issue of the rights of the Romanian minority in Ukraine. This 
trend of politically exploiting misinformation normalizes the ambivalent discourse on Ukraine and 
legitimizes opinions that question Romania’s support for the neighboring country, a country that is fighting 
for our freedom.

War in Ukraine in the Political Discourse
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Slogan – Supporting Romania

Social Democratic Party, commonly referred to as PSD, is the biggest political party in Romania. Its history 
dates back to the 1990s when it was built as the successor of the National Salvation Front, the political 
coalition that initially had temporary power after the fall of communism, that later transformed itself into 
a political party. PSD was constantly a top political force in Romania after the fall of communism, even as 
it has undergone various transformations, coalitions and rebrandings. Theoretically, it is a center-left party, 
promoting social democratic policies and the interests of the poorer areas. However, nationalist policies and 
economic unsustainable policies have been often associated with the party. 

Over the years, the PSD has undergone various transformations and rebrandings, but it has maintained its 
position as a significant political force in Romania. It has traditionally been identified as a center-left party, 
advocating for social democratic policies and representing the interests of the working class.

PSD emerged as the largest party in the 2016 parliamentary elections, forming a government coalition with 
the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats,a party that has since disappeared. In January 2017, the government 
introduced an emergency ordinance (OUG 13) that aimed to decriminalize certain corruption offenses and 
reduce penalties for others. This move sparked widespread public protests across Romania with more than 
600,000 demonstrators  in Bucharest. Under mounting pressure, the government eventually repealed the 
controversial ordinance, highlighting the importance of anti-corruption efforts in public discourse.

Currently, PSD is a pro-European party, led by Marcel Ciolacu, that took the party after huge credibility losses 
caused by anti-corruption protests and the imprisonment of the former leader, Liviu Dragnea. He is a classical 
nationalist and populist leader, focusing on a center-left socialist political agenda. 

Followers PSD Party:

Main Political Actors

Social Democratic Party (Partidul Social Democrat, PSD)
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Most Interacted Content – Ukraine:

National Liberal Party (Partidul Național Liberal, PNL)

Slogan - Through Ourselves!

The National Liberal Party, commonly known as PNL is the second biggest party in Romania. It presents itself 
as center-right liberal party and advocates for democratic reforms, market-oriented economic policies, and 
European integration. In practice,  PNL participated in coalition governments and played a role in shaping 
Romania’s transition. The corruption allegations equal those of PSD, in the short democratic history of 
Romania the two parties have formed the second Government coalition for the sake of power. PNL is also 
associated with successors from the National Salvation Front from the 1989’s. In 2014, the PNL also merged 
with a breakaway party from the National Salvation Front, called the Partidul Democrat Liberal, PDL.

The most recent scandal took place in 2021, when former party leader Ludovic Orban resigned from the 
party and formed his own political formation Forta Dreptei. 

The current president of the party is Prime Minister Nicolae Ciuca. He has a reputation as an executor of 
the orders of important figures in the PNL, being a former general with no previous political experience 
or visibility in the Romanian public. According to the government’s website, he has participated in various 
operations and missions at home and abroad, being commander of the Romanian battalion in Afghanistan 
and Iraq (2004).
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The Alliance for the Union of Romanians is a right-wing populist and nationalist political party currently 
active in Romania and the Republic of Moldova. It was founded on  September 19, 2019. It was made with 
the intention of participating in the 2020 local and legislative elections in Romania. 

The Alliance for the Unity of Romanians (AUR) was the surprise party of the 2020 parliamentary elections, 
an unknown party in the mainstream, with a far-right, ultra-nationalist and anti-European orientation, that 
had over five percent allowing it to enter the parliament. For the 2024 elections, they are expected to get 
almost 20 percent of the total votes. Their political program states that they will counter, through all legal and 
institutional instruments, agreements and directives that may affect the interests of Romania, that national 
interest must be the central axis of Romania’s foreign policy. They also promote the establishment of a 
Sovereign Wealth Fund, a national program under which natural resources will be handled only by the state.

George Simion is the leader of AUR, a unionist politician with a nationalist rhetoric. He is banned in the 
Republic of Moldova for advocatingthe union between the Republic of Moldova and Romania. Before entering 
AUR he was an activist in various social moves with a radical tendency. 

Followers:

The Alliance for the Union of Romanians
(Alianța pentru Unirea Românilor, AUR)
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Most Interacted Content – Ukraine:

The Union Save Romania Party (Uniunea Salvați România, USR)

Slogan - A Romania without thievery

USR is a political party in Romania that was founded in February 2016. It emerged in the wake of the national 
tragedy at the Colectiv nightclub where a fire killed 64 young people. A subsequent investigation showed 
that the building had illegally obtained a license to operate. This put a spotlight on widespread corruption 
in public administration. USR after peaking with 15 percent representation in the parliament. It continues 
to advocate anti-corruption measures and political reforms, stressing the need for greater transparency 
and accountability in government. However, the new party has attracted much criticism after leaving the 
governing coalition with the National Liberal Party, the first chance for a new and perceived independent 
party to govern. Internal conflicts have led many prominent figures in the party to resign, led by former 
technocrat Prime Minister Dacian Ciolos, former president of the European group Renew. 

USR is currently led by Cătălin Drulă, a former transport minister. A software engineer by profession, he 
studied in Canada, at the University of Toronto, USR being the first and only political party he was part of. He 
is not very popular with the other party leaders, also because of his limited exposure.
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UDMR is a political party representing the interests of the Hungarian minority in Romania. It was founded 
at the fall of communism and has been a constant participant in parliamentary elections, being part of 
numerous governing coalitions, often accused of being “opportunistic”, joining PNL, PSD, USR, depending on 
the opportunity of governing.

Initially the UDMR was not a supporter of FIDESZ in Transylvania, but in recent years, especially in the 2021 
elections their loyalty has been openly declared to Viktor Orban. The leader of the Democratic Alliance of 
Hungarians in Romania (UDMR) is Kelemen Hunor since 2011. Hunor Kelemen has been a prominent figure in 
the UDMR and has played a significant role in shaping the party’s direction and policies during his tenure as 
its leader. He is an advocate of minority rights and cultural autonomy, having a pragmatic approach towards 
politics, focusing on the interests of the Hungarian minority.

Followers:

Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania
(Uniunea Democrată Maghiară din România, UDMR)
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Romanians’ trust in politicians and politics is at a record low. Despite the fact that the economic stability 
of Romanians has increased exponentially, satisfaction with leaders is declining.  In 2010, GDP per person, 
adjusted for prices, was 53 percent of the EU average; by 2021 it was 74 percent. It seems that Romania is 
growing, despite its the challenges in poltiical leadership, and has a significant influx of economic migrants.  

Systemic corruption remains a pervasive problem in Romania, from contracts offered to local politicians 
and shell companies for loyalty, to infrastructure projects experiencing massive failures.. The most recent 
example is the collapse of a newly repaired bridge that drew national ire. 

This endless cycle of corruption, incompetence, and inefficiency has led to the rising popularity of the 
extremist AUR party, while apathy towards voting has also increased. In the 2020  parliamentary election, 
AUR received approximtely five percent  of the vote But in 2024 it is expected to reach 20 percent. On the 
other hand, according to GLOBSEC Trends, 51 percent of respondents think that the US is dragging their 
country into a war with Russia, while the perception of the US as Romania’s most important strategic partner 
is now at 53 percent, a 20 percent  decline since 2022. 

Other systemic challenges are beginning to emerge, the most recent being the national teachers strike that 
has turned the end of the school year upside down and has highlighted just how poorly teachers are paid in 
Romania, with a starting teacher earning around 500 euros a month, with no transport or rent in another city 
covered unless they get a job in their home town. Tens of thousands of teachers took to the streets in June 
and the protests are continuing.

At the same time, Romania’s untapped energy resources and the lack of accountability around their extraction, 
processing, and sale suggests there is a need to develop a medium and long-term energy plan. Support for 
Ukraine and the integration of refugees must be debated publicly and transparently to debunk the massive 
wave of misinformation and toxic narratives. In the absence of good political communication, we see the 
rejection of this support starting to grow in Romanian society as well as in other EU countries.

Main Challenges

General Overview
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If the elections were held in May, how might it affect the country’s:

• support for Ukraine in general
• position on Ukrainian refugees
• position on the sanctions against Russia
• position on Russia
• policies withing the EU
• policies within NATO

If Romania had parliamentary, presidential and local elections in May 2023, the results would likely look 
similar to next year’s. The most balanced scenario at the moment is to keep today’s balance of power. Given 
the widespread apathy of moderate voters and the growing interest of the extreme ones, a coalition of the 
two main parties, PNL and PSD and probably the Hungarian party, UDMR, seems likely and already being 
discussed by the two main parties currently in power.  

A significant setback for Romanian democracy, but a compromise already expected by Romanian society. 
The Union Save Romania (USR) party, seen by many as the hope of a new pro-European party seems likely to 
enter the Parliament, but will remain in Opposition for the next four years, without much to say compared to 
the hopes of previous elections. 

AUR, the nationalist and often labeled far-right party is the main problem. Estimated at 20 percent, i.e. 
already in second place for voting intentions, the hope is that they will plateau at this percentage and be 
isolated from all other opposition parties. So far, the official statements of both AUR and all other parties 
clearly show zero coalition intent, which would be hard to do without committing political suicide. 

Forecast

What does this mean for Romania’s internal and external relations?

It means that support for Ukraine will remain in line with NATO alignment and Romania’s status as a member 
country. The same cautious approach is likely to remain, not too much communication from leaders, not too 
much enthusiasm. The strong presence of the AUR party in the Parliament will, however, legitimize constant 
anti-West pressure and promotion of Romania’s non-intervention in the conflict, a narrative that resonates 
with many bubbles in Romania, both out of fear and due to widespread misinformation about the war. 

For refugees, we already see that Romania has abandoned the unconditional support system, partly because 
its economic feasibility was questionable. Now, financial support until the end of 2023 will gradually be 
conditional on getting a job, enrolling children in school and practically integrating into Romanian life. The 
problem? All the responsibility for integration falls on the shoulders of the Ukrainians, as Romanian institutions 
constantly put obstacles in the way due to incompetence and lack of procedures to access services. These 
problems are expected to increase, especially in the context of the elections, where the priority of integrating 
Ukrainians almost disappears in the context of the electoral agenda focused on the needs of the Romanians 
who brought votes. 
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As the Globsec Report shows, even as disinformation is growing in Romania, support for NATO is also growing, 
as it is the alliance that keeps our borders safe from the Russian threat. The stance of Romanians towards 
Russia is very unlikely to change, no major party dares to hold pro-Russian views, not even the far right, even 
if they sometimes support anti-Ukraine positions. This means general support for sanctions against Russia 
and arms supplies to Ukraine.  However, life for the next government will not be very easy with AUR in strong 
opposition. Consensus decisions in parliament will be much harder to reach, especially if the new alliance 
government is fragile with parties constantly fighting each other. 

While the governing alliance may be unstable, the extreme opposition will always be united in its anti-European 
positions. This brings us to one of the most problematic parts of the AUR’s entry into Parliament from the 
position of the second most popular party. The  representation of AUR in the European Parliament and its 
position towards the EU in Parliament. The AUR narrative of “we are taking our country back from foreigners” 
often rejects decisions taken at the European level, taking Viktor Orban’s recipe of “we have different national 
interests”. It will prove problematic to maintain a consensus on national infrastructure projects such as the 
National Recovery Plan and especially on decisions related to the rights of sexual and ethnic minorities which 
AUR rejects outright. It is expected that they will use their influence in the EP to obstruct decision-making 
processes, hinder collaboration, and promote agendas that are contrary to the principles and values of the 
European Union, such as democracy, human rights, and solidarity among member states.

Their legislative impact is also important to considert. They will most likely use their presence in parliament 
to push for policies or legislation that align with their extremist ideologies. This can have far-reaching 
consequences, including the erosion of civil liberties, the undermining of democratic institutions, or 
discriminatory practices.
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