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The 2020 municipal elections represent a further stage in the institutionalisation of the 
Rassemblement national at the level of local governance, and at the same time underline 
the limits to the party’s organisational capacity. Within a context of significant political and 
socio-economic upheaval, the party’s capacity to consolidate its 2014 victories, and build 
upon these through local mobilisation of political networks and exploitation of traditional 
opposition weaknesses, was limited to its existing strongholds in the North-East and South 
of the country. In particular, these successes were helped through the distancing of the 
local notables from national party labelling, and indicated the strength of pragmatic 
municipal governance in convincing voters to endorse candidates distancing themselves 
from the RN’s extremist profile. Yet, only where a complex interplay of local socioeconomic 
factors, candidate profile and opposition weakness obtained could the party secure a 
limited number of victories. 

 
 
The 2020 municipals represented an important step forward in the 
institutionalization of the Rassemblement national (RN, formerly Front 
national) in France. In 2017, Marine Le Pen had won 21.3 per cent of the 
presidential vote and progressed into the second-round run-off where she had 
received 33.9 per cent against the centrist and pro-EU candidate Emmanuel 
Macron. In May 2019, the RN’s list led by Jordan Bardella topped the European 
elections with 23.3% of the vote and 23 seats, while the La République en 
Marche ! (LREM) list led by Nathalie Loiseau came second with 22.4%, 
effectively making the RN the main opposition to Macron and the Philippe 
government. 
 
 

mailto:J.A.J.Evans@leeds.ac.uk
mailto:J.A.J.Evans@leeds.ac.uk


  

 
Following these national successes, the 2020 municipal elections were seen as 
a real-life test of the local strength of the RN. Examining the party’s 
performance in the 2020 municipal elections, we start from the premise that 
local elections in France are traditionally fought over both local and national 
issues. In 2020, the national context produced by the Covid-19 pandemic 
following months of political unrest during the Gilets jaunes (Yellow Vests) 
movement and pension reform strikes was propitious to protest voting and 
higher abstention, potentially resulting in stronger support for the RN. During 
the campaign, Marine Le Pen sought to represent national issues over local 
ones, stirring up discontent with the Macron presidency and Philippe’s 
government. Simultaneously, a crucial aspect of the RN campaign was to 
promote and defend their incumbent mayors’ track record since 2014, which 
focused on local governance and issues. 
 
 
1. The context of the 2020 elections 

 
The 2020 municipal elections took place in the context of the outbreak of Covid-
19 pandemic. The first round took place on 15 March, a few days before 
Edouard Philippe’s government declared a state of health emergency and total 
lockdown of the country, while deciding to postpone the second round 
originally scheduled for 22 March. Amidst fears of infection, abstention rose to 
an historic 55.3%, an increase of about 20 points on the previous elections of 
2014. The rapid unfolding of the COVID-19 epidemic was the main factor behind 
the dramatic decline in participation: according to IFOP, no less than 55% of 
French voters said they had abstained because they worried about the 
coronavirus, which compared with only a fifth in the previous survey conducted 
just one week before the election1. 
 
The Covid-19 health crisis occurred in the wake of one of the longest running 
political crises in France after the emergence of the Yellow Vests (Gilets jaunes) 
nation-wide working and lower middle-class protest movement against fuel tax 
rises and high living costs in October 2018. Social unrest continued into most of 
2019, eventually leading to the organization by President Macron of a ‘great 
national debate’ in mid-January 2019 – a three-month long exercise of direct 
democracy at local level – and the passing of anti-crisis measures and tax cuts 
to prop up purchasing power and appease protesters. 
 
Political unrest and pressure from the street continued in opposition to the 
government’s pension reform in May 2019, resulting in mass protests and one 
of the country’s biggest strikes in decades. One of Macron’s key campaign 
promises, the pension reform, was widely rejected by the public, with polls 
showing a majority in favour of the strikes and opposed to the government’s 
plan to profoundly change the country’s post-war pension system. This 
eventually led PM Philippe to scrap the most controversial part of the reform, 
making concessions in particular on the so-called ‘pivot age’ which could be 
implemented after 2027. 
 
2. A mixed party strategy: local versus national 
 
Amidst political unrest, the RN’s municipal campaign was officially launched at 
the La Rochelle party national council in June 2019, followed by the party 
convention in mid-January 2020 which set up the main objectives and targets 
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of the party in the forthcoming municipals. The campaign reflected the attempt 
by the RN to achieve a balance between local and national issues, all the while 
highlighting the organizational weaknesses of the party and its difficulty in 
expanding its power-base locally beyond its established strongholds. 
Meanwhile, the 2020 municipal campaign implemented the so-called ‘de-
demonization’ strategy at the local level, whereby RN candidates and mayors 
would move further away from the party’s emblems and far right reputation, 
as well as its national leadership. 
 

2.1. National issues and organizational weaknesses 
 

During her only campaign meeting on 6 March 2020 in Marseilles, Marine Le 
Pen strongly emphasized national issues such as immigration, linking them with 
crime and insecurity, and denouncing the “abject compromise with Islamism 
and communitarianism”, while warning against the “hundreds of thousands, if 
not millions” of migrants who were preparing to land in Europe. “The link 
between insecurity and massive immigration is no longer in doubt for people of 
good faith – I am telling the truth to the French”, she said, while demanding 
zero tolerance, and pledging that “families of delinquents should be evicted 
from social housing2”. The party’s intention to set a national agenda for the 
municipal campaign was further revealed in Le Pen’s call to “vote a real motion 
of censure against Macron” and her announcement in January 2020 that she 
would run for the 2022 presidential election, thus seeking already to establish 
herself as the main opponent to President Macron. “Emmanuel Macron and 
myself,” Le Pen explained, “are the symbols of the globalist versus nationalist 
cleavage that has emerged in the 2017 presidential election, and which is 
replacing the divide between the right and the left3”. 
 
The focus on security issues in the RN’s local platform, together with 
immigration and the threat of so-called Muslim ‘communitarianism’ 
(communautarisme), was very similar to that in the party’s municipal charter of 
2014, while reflecting the set of issues that traditionally top the party’s national 
agenda. The RN’s municipal campaign convention held in January 2020 
emphasized such issues, pledging that municipal management by RN mayors 
should reflect the main political orientations of the party. Local policies would 
for instance include “zero tolerance for anti-social behaviour and acts of 
delinquency, the fight against communitarianism, defence of France’s 
secularism, the absolute refusal of migrant settlements, the effective reduction 
of taxes, and a prioritisation of local employment4”. As explained by Stéphane 
Ravier, RN Senator and candidate in Marseilles: “I am going to talk about streets 
and roadworks, but trust me, I won’t forget to talk about immigration! 5” 
 
Amidst the Covid-19 health crisis, Le Pen sought to mobilize fears and to stir up 
anger with the government’s crisis management, decisively turning her back on 
Macron’s calls for national unity. Le Pen pursued an aggressive strategy of 
attacking the government for its “grave mistakes”, while accusing Macron and 
Philippe of “lying about absolutely everything” amidst controversies about the 
lack of tests and masks, endorsing conspiracy theories and adopting a strong 
anti-elite and anti-system tone6. The RN leader advocated closing all borders, 
linking the epidemic with globalization, while criticising the EU for being 
unresponsive and calling for France to regain its national sovereignty. 
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However, the focus by the RN on national issues did little to mask the 
organizational weaknesses of the party and lack of support for Le Pen 
nationally. Popularity data suggested that Marine Le Pen was slowly, albeit only 
partially, recovering from her failure in the 2017 presidential election. Her poor 
second-round debate against Macron had revealed the difficulty for Le Pen to 
bring credibility to her candidacy, resulting in the collapse of positive opinion in 
the polls (Evans and Ivaldi 2018, chap 8). According to TNS-SOFRES, Le Pen’s 
popularity rose from a low of 14% of positive opinions in February 2018 – down 
from 29% just before the presidential runoff – to 20% on the eve of the March 
municipal elections. But this remained below her 27% of positive opinions just 
before the 2014 municipal ballot, suggesting that many of the 2020 RN local 
performances were independent of a ‘Marine’ effect at the national level7. 
 
Whilst the Yellow Vests and pension reform movements had produced a 
propitious political context for the RN, there was little evidence that the party 
had benefited electorally from such widespread discontent with the Macron 
presidency despite the many attempts by Le Pen to try and take the lead over 
the protest movement by claiming to speak for the “France of the forgotten”. 
The RN leader had also opposed the government’s pension reform calling for a 
referendum and pledging that she would keep retirement age at 60, creating 
internal tensions between free-market advocates such as Nicolas Bay and Louis 
Aliot and economically left-leaning elites such as Sébastien Chenu and Philippe 
Olivier within the RN. 
 
Additionally, the RN was hit by major party finance scandals. The party was put 
on trial and suspected of deliberately inflating campaign expenses in the 2017 
elections to increase public reimbursement. The trial involved the Riwal 
communication agency, led by a friend close to Marine Le Pen, Frédéric 
Chatillon, as well as the Jeanne micro party led by Marine Le Pen, Axel Loustau, 
and other party apparatchiks such as former party treasurer Wallerand de 
Saint-Just and Jean-François Jalkh8. The party’s financial difficulties persisted 
into the 2020 elections to the point of forcing the RN to call for private 
donations while under threat from a Russian court over the non-repayment of 
a 9.14 million euro loan contracted in Russia in 20149. In February, Marine Le 
Pen announced the imminent launch of a new campaign to borrow money from 
the French to finance her party’s election campaign10.  
 
While the Riwal judgement of June 2020 brought unexpected relief for the RN’s 
finances, with the party being fined a mere 18,750 euros, when the public 
prosecutor’s office had asked for 500,000 euros and the state lawyers 11.6 
million euros in damages, the RN was significantly weakened financially and 
organisationally in the 2020 elections, its accounts showing no less than 24.4 
million euros of debt, to which one should add the 6.8 million that the European 
Parliament is still demanding for the jobs of MEPs’ assistants that the Front 
national had been accused of employing as party staff between 2009 and 
201711. 
 
Between 2017 and 2020, RN membership declined from an estimated 50,000 
down to about 27,000. This reflected growing political disgruntlement among 
RN’s supporters after Marine Le Pen’s defeat in the 2017 second-round runoff 
and the internal crisis which had followed, ultimately leading to Florian 
Philippot’s departure – together with a number of cadres and middle-level 
elites – from the party in September 2017. As will be discussed below, the 
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decrease in number of RN lists across the country reflected the difficulty for the 
party of mobilizing at the local level and recruiting middle-level party elites to 
run the lists – even in departments where the RN list had polled over 30% of 
the vote in the 2019 European elections12. This difficulty could still primarily be 
accounted for by the party’s far right reputation13. 
 
Finally, an important aspect of party strategy in the RN municipal campaign of 
2020 concerned the party’s ability to build coalitions with the mainstream right 
locally. The yearly RN Barometer published by Kantar in early March 2020 
showed some improvement in the party’s reputation in public opinion, with 
signals of less negative views of the RN. A majority of the French – 56%, up 
9 points in one year – believed the RN could come to power in the future, while 
only 51% said that Le Pen’s party represented a threat to democracy – down 
7 points from 2017, reflecting an increasing institutionalisation and 
normalization of the RN in French politics14. 
 
Nevertheless, the RN largely failed to escape local political isolation. Overall,  
‘black-blue’ coalitions emerged in fewer than 20 municipalities across the 
country, principally in the Mediterranean south where the ideological and 
organizational borders between the mainstream right and far right have 
historically been more ‘porous’ (Blöss et al., 1999). This was exemplified in 
municipalities such as Frontignan (Hérault), where RN candidate Gérard Prato 
led a right-wing coalition endorsed by the RN, Nicolas Dupont-Aignan’s Debout 
la France (DLF) and Thierry Mariani’s Droite Populaire, a minor splinter group 
from LR formed in 2010. In the city of Lunel (Hérault), the RN list led by Julia 
Plane made room for a number of former members of Les Républicains (LR)15, 
while in Perpignan, Louis Aliot received support from a former member of LREM 
as well as LR deputy mayor of Nîmes, Patricia Fourquet. Other examples of 
electoral alliances between the RN and the mainstream right in the Southern 
region included Agde, Sète (Hérault), Uchaud, Milhaud (Gard), Menton (Alpes-
Maritimes) and Vidauban, Six-Fours-les-Plages (Var)16. 
 
Prominent figures of the right, such as Robert Ménard, mayor of Béziers, and 
Thierry Mariani, who had joined the RN during the 2019 European election 
campaign, played an important role in building links with the RN. As explained 
by Mariani, the objective was to “help build a large right-wing alliance around 
the RN, to provide a political alternative to disgruntled voters of the right (…) 
and to break the cordon sanitaire as quickly as possible17”. In the lead-up to the 
elections, the Droite Populaire endorsed 16 RN candidates in cities such as 
Annecy, Avignon, Douai, Marseilles and Rennes. This followed the Convention 
of the Right which was held in September 2019, bringing together leaders of 
the Droite Populaire and former députés Jean-Paul Garraud and Nicolas Dhuicq, 
Marion Maréchal and right-wing intellectual Éric Zemmour. 
 
Finally, in Lyon (Rhône), the RN endorsed former regional radical left LFI 
councillor Andrea Kotarac who ran on a ticket with Agnès Marion. In 2014, 
Kotarac had run as a La France Insoumise (LFI) municipal candidate in the 8th 
arrondissement. He had left LFI in May 2019 over disagreement with the 
leadership’s strategy. Overall, the number of cases of candidates defecting from 
the populist left to join the RN remained negligible, however. 
 
 
 

 

14. 
https://fr.kantar.com/opinion

-

publique/politique/2020/baro

metre-d-image-du-

rassemblement-national-

2020/ 

15. 
https://www.lemonde.fr/polit

ique/article/2020/01/15/muni

cipales-a-lunel-six-elus-de-

droite-rejoignent-la-liste-du-

rassemblement-

national_6025938_823448.ht

ml 

 

16. 
Let us note that in a few other 

municipalities, the RN 

endorsed non-affiliated 

incumbents. This was the case 

for instance in cities such as 

Dourges (Pas-de-Calais), 

Aimargues (Gard) and Thor 

(Vaucluse). 

17. 
https://www.valeursactuelles.

com/politique/municipales-

thierry-mariani-veut-

rassembler-autour-du-rn-

113591 
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2.2. ‘De-demonizing’ the RN locally 
 
The 2020 RN campaign pushed the so-called strategy of ‘de-demonization’ 
locally. A first crucial aspect was to promote and defend the FN mayors’ track 
record since 2014, thereby emphasizing local governance and issues18. In early 
2020, the RN under the direction of Gilles Pennelle, national director for the 
municipal campaign, published a booklet reviewing the performances of all RN 
mayors since 2014, which painted an extremely flattering picture of the “action 
of determined mayors who care about the well-being of their city and 
community” and their “common sense management19”. In particular, the 
booklet emphasized local tax cuts and security – i.e. video surveillance and 
reinforcing local municipal police – as well as economic support for local 
entrepreneurs, while providing a detailed record of all actions conducted since 
2014. The booklet also claimed growing popular support for the incumbents 
across all RN municipalities. In March 2015, a survey conducted by IPSOS across 
a sample of voters living in FN municipalities had revealed that the vast majority 
(74%) were satisfied with the municipal management of the (then) FN mayors. 
The latter were rated highly positively on valence traits such as authority (82%) 
and dynamism (81%), which contrasted with the previous deficiency in local 
government credibility in FN cities in the late 1990s20. 
 
The emphasis on pragmatic governance by RN mayors was part of a broader 
attempt to de-demonize the party locally. During the late 1990s, the experience 
of FN municipal management strongly suggested that the ability of the party to 
consolidate its local positions was dependent upon a number of adaptative 
strategies and policy alterations by its mayors. The model of local governance 
that had dominated in particular in Marignane and Orange had been notable 
for its shedding political flags and party affiliation in favour of a more pragmatic 
and apolitical style of management, which contrasted with the more ideological 
approach in Vitrolles and Toulon (Viard 1996, Martin 1996, Ivaldi 2007). 
 
In 2008/2009, the Front national conducted such non-partisan and locally based 
campaigns in the municipal elections in the northern city of Hénin-Beaumont. 
Priority was given to the party’s well entrenched local representative, Steeve 
Briois, a well-known enfant du pays (born-and-bred) figure of the regional 
political scene and municipal councillor since the mid-1990s, who ran a low-
profile campaign, distancing himself from the national party. By 2014, such 
strategic attempts by FN representatives at locally playing down the partisan 
card were closely associated with personality factors and candidate profile in 
the field. In cities won by the FN such as Fréjus, Hénin-Beaumont and Béziers, 
no reference was made to either the Front national or the Rassemblement Bleu 
Marine (RBM). Elsewhere, the Front national had promoted the rising stars of 
‘de-demonization’ such as Florian Philippot in Forbach, Gilbert Collard in Saint-
Gilles, and Valérie Laupies in Tarascon. 
 
In 2020, many RN candidates ran similar low-profile campaigns, essentially 
playing the local notable card. Across many municipalities, RN representatives 
would keep their distance from the most controversial elements of the party’s 
ideology and seek to detach themselves from its extremist reputation, by 
removing the RN’s name and symbols from their election material, thus 
emulating Robert Ménard’s winning strategy in Béziers in 2014. The most 
notable example was that of Louis Aliot, MP and member of the RN’s executive 
bureau, who successfully ran in Perpignan by dropping the RN’s name and 
logo21. Another interesting example of such a strategy is that of the city of Nice 

18. 
https://www.lemonde.fr/polit

ique/article/2020/03/06/muni

cipales-la-gestion-rn-enjeu-

majeur-pour-le-

rassemblement-

national_6032017_823448.ht

ml 

 
19. 
https://rassemblementnation

al.fr/pdf/200110_Livret_Bilan

_Mairies_VF.pdf 

 
20. 
https://www.ifop.com/public

ation/le-regard-des-habitants-

des-communes-fn-un-an-

apres-les-elections-

municipales/ 

21. 
https://www.lemonde.fr/polit

ique/article/2019/10/26/a-

perpignan-louis-aliot-joue-la-

carte-robert-

menard_6017009_823448.ht
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where RN activists distributed a free tabloid, Le Journal des Municipales, with 
no apparent political affiliation or mention of the RN, but making strong 
political claims clearly biased towards the local RN candidate, Philippe Vardon22. 
 
An analysis of the names of the RN’s lists in the 2014 and 2020 municipal 
elections shows significant differences (see Table 1). In 2014, the vast majority 
of FN candidates (87%) had run under the ‘Bleu Marine’ label that had been 
formed two years earlier as an umbrella for local coalitions in the 2012 
legislatives. References to the party’s name were largely absent in 2020, with 
less than 5% mentioning the Rassemblement national. A majority (54%) of RN 
lists had names with no reference to the party while another third (36%) would 
only mention the term ‘Rassemblement’ (rally) which traditionally refers to a 
broader coalition cross-cutting the traditional left-right cleavage in French 
politics –e.g. the Gaullist Rassemblement du Peuple français after WWII. 
 
 

Table 1: Names of RN’s lists in the 2014 and 2020 municipal elections 

 
2014   2020   

Name N % Name N % 

Bleu Marine 505 86.8 Rassemblement 159 35.9 

Front national 29 5.0 Rassemblement national 19 4.3 

Fait front 24 4.1 Bleu Marine 13 2.9 

D'abord 14 2.4 D'abord 8 1.8 

Ville française 6 1.0 Ville française 3 0.7 

Other 4 0.7 Other 241 54.4 

      

 582 100.0  443 100.0 

 
 

Additionally, in 2020, the RN sought to prioritize younger candidates. As 
explained by Philippe Olivier, RN MEP, “we will promote young shoots, you will 
see, real little Bardella kids23”. Jordan Bardella, leader of the RN’s youth 
movement Génération Nation (former FNJ) since June 2018, was indeed seen 
as the incarnation of the attempt to attract younger voters to the party and 
revitalize its membership base in preparation for the upcoming local, regional 
and, come 2022, presidential elections. Younger candidates were found across 
a number of RN’s targeted municipalities, such as Arnaud de Rigné, 23 years old 
(Carvin), Thomas Morelle, 22 (Wingles), Marc-Alexandre de Fleurian, 30 (Calais) 
in the Northern region, Dorian Muñoz, 28, La Seyne-sur-Mer (Var), Kévin 
Pfeffer, 29, in Stiring-Wendel (Alsace), and the youngest député in the 
Assemblée Nationale, Ludovic Pajot, 26, in Bruay-La-Buissière (Pas de Calais). 

 
 

3. RN lists in the 2020 municipals 
 
The strategy that was laid out at the mid-January 2020 party convention clearly 
prioritized “quality over quantity”, declaring the RN’s intention to focus on a 
limited number of municipalities with the best chance of RN wins, while 
emphasizing the need to secure the few cities that the party had won in 2014. 
Based on the 2019 electoral returns, a total of 100 municipalities across a dozen 
departments were seen as the main targets for the RN, of which 20 could be 
potential wins for the party in March 202024. These notably included the larger 
city of Perpignan (120,000 inhabitants) in the South, as well as a number of 

23. 
https://www.lopinion.fr/editi

on/politique/municipales-

2020-rassemblement-

national-mise-petits-bardella-

201609 

24. 
These were identified from a 

larger pool of 193 communes 

with more than 3,500 

inhabitants where the RN had 

won over 40% in the 2019 

European elections. See 

https://www.lemonde.fr/polit

ique/article/2019/09/13/muni

cipales-les-communes-cibles-

du-rassemblement-

national_5509890_823448.ht

ml 
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regions.francetvinfo.fr/proven

ce-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-

maritimes/nice/journal-

municipales-tract-cache-du-

rassemblement-national-

municipales-nice-

1743895.html 
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smaller urban and periurban municipalities which, for the vast majority, were 
situated in the two regional strongholds in the Midi and industrial North-East, 
such as Carpentras (Vaucluse), Tarascon (Bouches-du-Rhône), Brignolles (Var), 
Denain (Nord) and the former socialist city of Lens (Pas-de-Calais). 
 

In 2014, the Front national had targeted cities with significantly higher 
electoral support, which included some of its traditional strongholds in 
the Midi and North-East, along with a few towns in major urban 
peripheries, and a handful along the Eastern border. Leaving aside Paris, 
Lyon and Marseilles, the average 2012 first round legislative score for the 
Front national across all contested municipalities was 17.5 per cent, well 
above its 2012 national figure of 13.6 per cent, which confirmed that the 
party was targeting those areas with apparent electoral potential for 
2014. Similarly in 2020, RN lists were chosen by the party strategically, 
as locations where evidence suggested it could make an impact: on 
average, in these chosen communes the Front national had 
outperformed its overall national score by 6 points in the 2017 
legislatives and by 5.9 points in the 2019 European elections. As will be 
discussed, these were municipalities located around well-established RN 
electoral strongholds as for instance exemplified in Pas-de-Calais where 
the party invested candidates across a number of municipalities 
surrounding its bastion of Hénin-Beaumont, such as Lens, Bruay-la-
Buissière, Wingles, Carvin, Grenay, Mazingarbe, Beuvry and Noyelles-
Godault, where the party had achieved some of its best performances in 
the 2019 European elections25. 
 

In 2020, the party officially endorsed in total 478 lists26. These included five lists 
overseas in La Réunion as well as 30 lists in small communes with less than 
3,500 inhabitants. A total of 443 RN lists were found in metropolitan communes 
with more than 3,500 inhabitants, which compared with 582 in 2014. Overall, 
the RN managed to run 15,825 candidates compared with 20,096 six years 
earlier27. 

 

3.1. Regional clustering 
 

Typically, support for the RN clusters in the Northern and Eastern regions of 
Hauts-de-France, and Grand Est, as well as in the Mediterranean South-East in 
Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur (PACA) and Occitanie. In the 2019 European 
elections, the RN list received 33.5% of the vote in HDF, 30.5% in PACA, 28.2% 
in Grand-Est and 25.7% in Occitanie, which compared for instance with 17.3% 
in Bretagne and 18.8% in Pays-de-la-Loire28. 
 

In March 2020, PACA had the largest number of RN lists (N=90), followed by 
Hauts-de-France (N=80). Together the northern (HDF and Grand Est) and 
southern (PACA and Occitanie) regions totalled 253 of the 443 lists, 
representing 57%, a percentage higher than six years earlier when those four 
regions alone accounted for 51% of all FN lists, further confirming that the party 
was concentrating on its established areas of electoral strength (see Table 2). 
Compared with 2014, RN presence was stable or decreased in some of the 
party’s mission priorities such as Bretagne, Pays-de-la-Loire and Centre-Val de 
Loire. As was the case six years earlier, the RN campaign largely left aside small 
villages with fewer than 1,000 inhabitants where the party had no incentive to 
invest time or financial resources. 

25. 
In 2019, RN voting strengths 

in the former mining area 

were well in evidence in 

communes such as 

Mazingarbe (57.6%), Hénin-

Beaumont (55.9%), Grenay 

(54.4%), Calonne-Ricouart 

(53.9%), Marles-les-Mines 

(53.7%), Sains-en-Gohelle 

(52.2%), Courcelles-lès-Lens 

(52%), Divion (51.6%), Hersin-

Coupigny (51.3%), Noyelles-

Godault (50.7%), Guînes 

(50.3%), Wingles (50.2%). 

 

26. 
https://rassemblementnation

al.fr/retrouvez-la-liste-des-

candidats-du-rassemblement-

national-ou-soutenus-par-le-

rassemblement-national/ 

 

27. 
Of those 15,825 RN 

candidates, 640 had been 

registered as ‘other right’ 

(DVD), 497 as ‘extreme-right’ 

(EXD) while another 513 

simply had no party label. 

 

28. 
In the first round of the 2017 

presidential election, Marine 

Le Pen won her highest scores 

in PACA and HDF with 28.2 

and 31% of the vote 

respectively, and topped the 

polls in Grand-Est (27.8%) and 

Occitanie (23%). 

https://rassemblementnational.fr/retrouvez-la-liste-des-candidats-du-rassemblement-national-ou-soutenus-par-le-rassemblement-national/
https://rassemblementnational.fr/retrouvez-la-liste-des-candidats-du-rassemblement-national-ou-soutenus-par-le-rassemblement-national/
https://rassemblementnational.fr/retrouvez-la-liste-des-candidats-du-rassemblement-national-ou-soutenus-par-le-rassemblement-national/
https://rassemblementnational.fr/retrouvez-la-liste-des-candidats-du-rassemblement-national-ou-soutenus-par-le-rassemblement-national/
https://rassemblementnational.fr/retrouvez-la-liste-des-candidats-du-rassemblement-national-ou-soutenus-par-le-rassemblement-national/
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Table 2: RN lists in 2014 and 2020 by Region 

Region FN lists 2014 % RN lists 2020 % 

Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes       63 10.8 38  8.6 

Bourgogne-Franche-Comté    17 2.9 15  3.4 

Bretagne                   9 1.5 13  2.9 

Centre-Val de Loire        20 3.4 13  2.9 

Corse                      1 0.2  0  0.0 

Grand Est                  47 8.1 33  7.4 

Hauts-de-France            77 13.2 80 18.1 

Île-de-France              88 15.1 39  8.8 

Normandie                  34 5.8 24  5.4 

Nouvelle-Aquitaine         39 6.7 37  8.4 

Occitanie                  67 11.5 50 11.3 

Pays de la Loire           14 2.4 11  2.5 

Provence-Alpes-Côte d'Azur 106 18.2 90 20.3 

     

Total                      582 100.0 443 100.0 

 
3.2. The metropolitan divide 

 
Since the early 2000s, electoral support for the Front national has decreased in 
large metropolitan centres. In 2017, the Front national vote peaked in 
periurban areas characterised by ‘multicentricity’ i.e. adjacent to larger urban 
centres and multiple nodes of economic activity and employment, showing a 
significant drop in support in France’s largest metropolitan areas such as Lyon 
(8.9%), Toulouse (9.4%), Bordeaux (7.4%) and Nantes (7.2%). In Paris, Marine 
Le Pen won just 5% of the vote, compared with 21.3% nationally. This was 
replicated in the 2019 European elections with the RN list receiving just over 
7% of the vote in the capital city, 10.2% in Lyon and 9.4% in Bordeaux for 
instance. 
 
Reflecting the drift in RN support away from larger urban centres, and despite 
the party running across all sectors of the ‘big PLM three’ – i.e. Paris (17 
sectors), Lyon (9 sectors) and Marseilles (8 sectors) where it needed to be seen 
– in 2020, RN lists and candidates were found in 301 municipalities with more 
than 10,000 inhabitants, which compared with 417 in 2014, that is a drop of 
about 28% (see Table 3). In some cases, the RN’s lack of implantation in large 
urban centres was reflected in the party strategy to run campaigns seeking to 
unite ‘small’ and mid-sized communes in opposition to the ‘big’ city centre. The 
main objective would be to win seats in smaller communes that form part of 
intercommunalities (intercommunalités) to influence local policy-making and 
the provision of public services29. Under the provisions of the RCT and NOTRe 
laws, intercommunalities have fiscal power and they increasingly represent an 
important locus of local policy making and public administration, in particular 
in metropoles and urban communities built around larger urban municipalities. 
 
There were a few other cases of such a strategy by the RN. In the department 
of Var, the party targeted smaller cities around its stronghold of Fréjus such as 
Puget-sur-Argens and Roquebrune-sur-Argens for the purpose of increasing its 
presence within the community of agglomeration. A similar strategy was 
discernible in the Gard where the RN targeted cities around Beaucaire with the 
objective of winning the communauté de communes de Petite Camargue, and 
near the city of Perpignan (Pyrénées-Orientales) where the party ran 
candidates across the neighbouring municipalities of Le Soler,                              

29. 
Intercommunalité refers to an 

intermediate institutional 

layer in France, in the form of 

a group of communes co-

operating for the provision of 

a number of public services 

such as water supply, public 

transport, economic planning 

and urban development. 



  

Canet-en-Roussillon, Argelès-sur-Mer, Claira, Le Barcarès and Saint-Laurent-de-
la-Salanque. In the Nice Côte d’Azur metropolis where the RN fielded 
candidates in 15 neighbouring communes and villages, such as Cagnes-sur-Mer, 
Saint-Laurent-du-Var and La Trinité, running on a common platform against the 
local metropolitan tax created by the Mayor of Nice, Christian Estrosi, and the 
political hegemony of the big city, calling for a “fair distribution of financial aid” 
between municipalities and a “rotating presidency of the metropolitan 
authority30”. 
 
 

Table 3: RN lists in 2014 and 2020 by size of municipality 

Size FN lists 2014 % RN lists 2020 % Diff 

Less than 3500 42 7.2 26 5.9 -16 

3500-10000 123 21.1 116 26.2 -7 

10000-30000 224 38.5 151 34.1 -73 

30000-50000 94 16.2 62 14.0 -32 

50000+ 99 17.0 88 19.9 -11 

TOTAL 582  443   

 
Finally, consistent with the geography of RN lists, the largest pools of candidates 
were found in the southern areas – PACA and Occitanie totalling over 5,000 
candidates, compared with about 4,000 in the northern regions of HDF and 
Grand Est. In 2020, the RN largely failed however to draw from its existing pool 
of local elites. In 2014, the Front national had run 20,096 candidates. Of those, 
only 2,229 ran again in the 2020 municipal elections, which accounted for just 
under 15% of all RN candidates. Of the 1,497 FN representatives who had been 
elected six years earlier, only 364 ran again on RN lists in the 2020 elections. 
Since the 2014 municipal success, a significant proportion, estimated at about 
30% of elected Front national municipal councillors, have resigned31, 
underlining the instability and turnover in the party’s local powerbases. Of the 
2020 municipal candidates, a total 419 had also run in the regional elections of 
December 2015 (out of a total 1,912 FN candidates) and 495 had been on a RN 
binôme in the 2015 departmental elections a few months earlier (out of 3,818 
FN candidates). 
 
4. Results 
 
In the first round of the 2020 municipal elections, the RN lists received 385,042 
votes across the 443 metropolitan communes where they were running. Six 
years earlier, the Front national had totalled 1,047,900 votes across 582 
communes, which represented a substantial improvement on its 2008 electoral 
nadir with just 1% of the national vote in the 122 municipalities in which the 
Front national had fielded candidates. At the national level, such a dramatic 
drop in electoral support for the RN in 2020 reflected both the smaller number 
of communes with a RN list and the exceptionally high level of abstention in the 
municipal election. On average, in the communes where it was present in 2020, 
the RN won 14.4% of the valid vote - ranging from less than 1% up to nearly 
three quarters (74.2%) of the vote in its ‘promised land’ of Hénin-Beaumont. 
 
In 2014, the Front national had improved its performance in regions where 
support for the party was lower, while losing support in some of its established 
strongholds, most notably in the South. On average, the difference in score 
between the first round of the 2012 legislatives and the first round of the 
municipals was just -0.1, but, as Table 4 shows, territorially, the party had lost 

30. 
https://france3-

regions.francetvinfo.fr/proven

ce-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-

maritimes/nice/municipales-

rassemblement-national-

presente-ses-tetes-liste-

metropole-nice-cote-azur-

1751689.html 

31. 
https://oeilsurlefront.liberatio

n.fr/les-

intox/2017/10/30/elus-

municipaux-au-fn-les-

premiers-partis-de-

france_1606877 

https://france3-regions.francetvinfo.fr/provence-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-maritimes/nice/municipales-rassemblement-national-presente-ses-tetes-liste-metropole-nice-cote-azur-1751689.html
https://france3-regions.francetvinfo.fr/provence-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-maritimes/nice/municipales-rassemblement-national-presente-ses-tetes-liste-metropole-nice-cote-azur-1751689.html
https://france3-regions.francetvinfo.fr/provence-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-maritimes/nice/municipales-rassemblement-national-presente-ses-tetes-liste-metropole-nice-cote-azur-1751689.html
https://france3-regions.francetvinfo.fr/provence-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-maritimes/nice/municipales-rassemblement-national-presente-ses-tetes-liste-metropole-nice-cote-azur-1751689.html
https://france3-regions.francetvinfo.fr/provence-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-maritimes/nice/municipales-rassemblement-national-presente-ses-tetes-liste-metropole-nice-cote-azur-1751689.html
https://france3-regions.francetvinfo.fr/provence-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-maritimes/nice/municipales-rassemblement-national-presente-ses-tetes-liste-metropole-nice-cote-azur-1751689.html
https://france3-regions.francetvinfo.fr/provence-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-maritimes/nice/municipales-rassemblement-national-presente-ses-tetes-liste-metropole-nice-cote-azur-1751689.html
https://france3-regions.francetvinfo.fr/provence-alpes-cote-d-azur/alpes-maritimes/nice/municipales-rassemblement-national-presente-ses-tetes-liste-metropole-nice-cote-azur-1751689.html
https://oeilsurlefront.liberation.fr/les-intox/2017/10/30/elus-municipaux-au-fn-les-premiers-partis-de-france_1606877
https://oeilsurlefront.liberation.fr/les-intox/2017/10/30/elus-municipaux-au-fn-les-premiers-partis-de-france_1606877
https://oeilsurlefront.liberation.fr/les-intox/2017/10/30/elus-municipaux-au-fn-les-premiers-partis-de-france_1606877
https://oeilsurlefront.liberation.fr/les-intox/2017/10/30/elus-municipaux-au-fn-les-premiers-partis-de-france_1606877
https://oeilsurlefront.liberation.fr/les-intox/2017/10/30/elus-municipaux-au-fn-les-premiers-partis-de-france_1606877
https://oeilsurlefront.liberation.fr/les-intox/2017/10/30/elus-municipaux-au-fn-les-premiers-partis-de-france_1606877
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about -3.5 points on average in the Mediterranean region. Comparable data for 
2020 suggest that the RN lost about 5 points on average since the 2014 and 
2017 elections. Interestingly, in 2020 the RN performed relatively worse in its 
2017 legislative strongholds of the north and south, with losses of -7.7 and -
6.3 points respectively, as opposed to -2.5 points in the other regions. The party 
showed relatively greater resilience however in its established strongholds of 
2014 with losses of -4.7 and -3.7 points in the North-East and Mediterranean 
respectively, against -5.3 in the rest of the country. As will be discussed further 
below, this primarily illustrates the process of electoral consolidation by the RN 
in its municipal ‘bastions’ of 2014. 
 
Table 4: RN legislative and municipal performances in 2012-2014 and 2017-2020; 

change in RN municipal performance, 2014-2020 

 
 2012-2014 2017-2020 2014-2020 

Region of 
France 

Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

N Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

N Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

N 

North-East -0.03 6.92 123 -7.68   8.57 113 -4.74   8.78   69 
South -3.52 7.33 160 -6.34 11.11 132 -3.68 10.30   94 
Other 1.70. 4.30 299 -2.45   6.00 164 -5.28   3.99 133 

All -0.10 6.25 582 -5.15   8.91 409 -4.65   7.67 296 
Note: Metropolitan France. 2017-2020 figures exclude electoral sectors in Paris, Lyon and Marseilles which do not 
map onto 2017 legislative constituencies 

 
4.1. Territorial divide and unemployment 
 

The Front national vote has been linked at aggregate and individual level to 
unemployment levels, particularly in regard to blue-collar workers and those in 
vulnerable socioeconomic strata voting for the party through reasons of 
economic threat from migration, and rejection of parties of governments’ 
respective failure in economic policy. In a period of heightened saliency of 
economic issues, following Yellow Vests protests over fuel tax, pension reforms 
and other welfare cuts from Macron’s government, there were strong 
incentives for the party to target communes where such issues at both national 
and local level, thereby including social housing and other municipal social 
services, are widespread, and where typical RN working and lower-middle class 
voters tend to cluster. 
 
Plotting unemployment and median income, using 2017 census data (Figure 
132), we can see a clear pattern of the majority of RN lists in areas with lower 
median incomes and higher rates of unemployment, nearly all above the 
country’s average of about 10%. Distinguishing between lists which stood in the 
first round only, and those which reached the ballotage (second-round runoff), 
those lists in higher income areas which were required for purposes of visibility, 
rather than winnability, in other words the prosperous sectors of the main 
urban conurbations, including the Paris, Lyon and Marseilles (PLM) 
metropolises, are notable in not making it past the first round. These 
differences are illustrated further in Table 5 which reports the average 
unemployment and median income levels in four exclusive types of commune 
in the 2020 election: a) with no RN list; b) with a losing RN list in the first round; 
c) with a losing RN list in the second round; d) which the RN won. 
 
 

 

32. 
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statis

tiques/2521169 

https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/2521169
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/2521169


  

Figure 1: Scatterplot of median income and unemployment in French communes 

(identifiers for first and second-round RN lists) 

 
 

Table 5: Communal unemployment and income levels by RN list success 

List type Unemployment (%) 
Median income 

(euros p.a.) 
n 

No RN list 10.8 19013 35,144 

Losing RN list in 1st round     16.9 20530 317 

Losing RN list in 2nd round 18.0 19250 112 

Victorious RN list 18.6 18686 14 

 
The division between communes having RN lists and not is clear on the 
unemployment variable – some 7 percentage points on average. There is some 
evidence that higher unemployment is characteristic of more successful RN 
lists, although the differences are not great. On median income, however the 
differences are negligible. The median income is skewed right for the RN first-
round lists because of the inclusion of Paris and its rich suburbs – Versailles, 
Saint-Germain-en-Laye and Levallois-Perret, for example. However, even 
without these, the income differentials are negligible, in terms of progression 
to the second round, and victory. Overall, then, whilst we can use 
unemployment to identify likely RN targets, we cannot explain the extent of the 
lists’ success, and certainly not their victory, on socio-economic context alone.  
 

4.2. Abstention and the RN vote 
 

Previous studies of the FN vote have noted a significant obstacle to party 
support from high abstention rates. Despite paradoxically strong partisan 
loyalty across electoral periods, evident in the 1990s (Shields, 1997) early 2000s 
(Mayer, 2002), and, after the 2007 switch to Sarkozy (Mayer, 2007) still evident 
at the commune level between the 2017 presidential first round and the 2019 
European elections – Figure 2 panel A - second round performances have 
suffered from fall-off in turnout, and legislative elections, increasingly seen by 
voters as mere ‘confirmatory’ elections of the presidentials (Dupoirier and 
Sauger, 2010),  have particularly seen this phenomenon in the wake of the RN 
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presidential candidates’ elimination. In the 2014 municipals, Front national 
sympathisers were the second-most likely group of party supporters to abstain 
(Muxel, 2014: Table 2). 
 
However, in the 2020 municipals, there is only very partial evidence of an 
abstention penalty for the RN. As Figure 2, panels B and C show, neither round 
registered any substantial decline on average in RN vote share by the 
abstention. The first-round correlation is weak, but significant (r = -0.17, p 
< .001), indicating that higher levels of abstention may have penalised the RN 
to some extent. The correlation found at aggregate level is partially confirmed 
by polls conducted on election day, which suggest that RN supporters may have 
been less prone to turn out in the first round33. However, neither second-round 
abstention (panel C) nor the change in abstention across rounds (panel D) 
reaches significance. Only at the extremes of abstention and change in turnout 
can we see a marked effect – the majority of cases show little pattern. 
 

Figure 2: RN vote share and abstention (by commune) 

 
 

4. 3. Second-round and Front Républicain 
 
The RN found itself in 119 of the postponed second-round run-offs in June 2020, 
but with little hope of victory in the vast majority of these. Having secured eight 
town halls in the first round – all of them 2014 incumbents – the RN’s principal 
chances of success lay in towns where a first-round victory had been missed by 
the narrowest of margins, for example Bédarrides (Vaucluse, 47.9%), or where 
no withdrawal or merger of lists by third- and lower-placed candidates would 
allow the formation of the so-called front républicain – a tactical bloc to defeat 
the RN. In the most recent sub-national elections, the 2015 regionals, the front 

33. 
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/

default/files/ct/news/docume

nts/2020-

03/comprendre_le_vote_pre

mier_tour_municipales_2020.

pdf 

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-03/comprendre_le_vote_premier_tour_municipales_2020.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-03/comprendre_le_vote_premier_tour_municipales_2020.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-03/comprendre_le_vote_premier_tour_municipales_2020.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-03/comprendre_le_vote_premier_tour_municipales_2020.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-03/comprendre_le_vote_premier_tour_municipales_2020.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-03/comprendre_le_vote_premier_tour_municipales_2020.pdf


  

républicain had denied the Front national control of regional councils in its two 
heartlands of Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur and Hauts-de-France. Similarly, in 
the 2017 presidentials, opposition to Marine Le Pen from nearly all losing 
candidates resulted in a de facto ‘barrage’ securing Emmanuel Macron’s 
victory. 
 

However, since the early 2010s, the mainstream right Union pour un 
Mouvement Populaire/Les Républicains had shown increasing ambivalence 
towards this strategy, often promoting a ‘neither nor’ (‘ni…ni…’) position, or 
denouncing the Front national without expressly calling for their voters to move 
tactically to a leftist candidate. Such weakening of the front républicain was 
discernible in 2020. In towns such as Moissac (Tarn-et-Garonne), the 
withdrawal of the Divers Droite list was not accompanied by its endorsement of 
the remaining left list. In the small commune of Mazan (Vaucluse), the lack of 
withdrawal by either moderate left or right list would lead to the victory of the 
RN list led by Louis Bonnet with well under 40% of the second-round vote. On 
the left, the disastrous experience of a four-way run-off in Mantes-la-Ville 
(Yvelines) in 2014 did not lead to a clear endorsement for the Divers Centre 
candidate, supported by LREM and conservative right lists, against RN 
incumbent Cyril Nauth by the third-and fourth-placed left lists. 
 

Yet, as discussed above, the spectre of the breaching of the cordon sanitaire – 
conservative Right allying with the RN – remained a highly localised 
phenomenon with limited effect. In Marles-les-Mines (Pas-de-Calais), one of 
the RN’s 2017 legislative victories, the merger of the RN and centrist lists to face 
the incumbent left list could not secure a victory despite the presence of a 
second Communist list. Only in two other communes, both in Vaucluse, did 
Divers Droite lists merge with the RN – on a total of 644 merged lists in towns 
over 3500 inhabitants34. In Carpentras (Vaucluse), pressure from the RN 
candidate to form a union of right-wing lists mobilised the Parti Chrétien-
Démocrate and Centre National des Indépendants et Paysans, but could not 
bring over the Republican list, allowing the re-election of the Socialist 
incumbent. Similarly, the attempt by the head of the Union des Démocrates et 
Indépendants list, Patrice Novelli, in Menton (Nice) to merge with the RN list 
resulted in his suspension from the party and from his role as délégué 
départemental, allowing the re-election of the LR incumbent. In probably one 
of the highest profile victories of 2014 – Marseilles’ 7th sector – the withdrawal 
of the leftist Printemps Marseillais list controversially allowed victory for the LR 
challenger over RN candidate Stéphane Ravier35. 
 

In 2020, the RN’s highest-profile victory came in the Southern city of Perpignan 
(Pyrénées-Orientales), where Louis Aliot, vice-president of the party and one of 
the cities two députés, defeated the front républicain formed by the LREM and 
Green lists stepping down in favour of the LR incumbent, Jean-Marc Pujol. In 
many ways, this victory epitomised the conditions for not just RN, but any 
party’s success – a high-profile, locally implanted challenger; a long-term, ailing 
incumbent; a fragmented and politically divided opposition; and a challenging 
socio-economic environment (Perpignan has 25% unemployment, and one-
third of the population living below the poverty line36). Symbolically, Aliot’s 
personal separation from Marine Le Pen and discarding of any explicit link to 
the RN in his campaign, together with support from Robert Ménard, similarly 
sans etiquette in nearby Béziers, helped consolidate the personal vote against 
Pujol’s party apparatchik positioning in an ostensible sinecure as maire adjoint 
since 1989. 
 

34. 
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-

decodeurs/article/2020/06/1

0/municipales-2020-

seulement-13-6-des-listes-

lrm-qui-ont-fusionne-l-ont-

fait-avec-des-listes-de-

gauche_6042387_4355770.ht

ml 

 

 

35.  
The absence of agreement did 

not always result in a far right 

victory. For example, Ligue du 

Sud incumbent Marie-France 

Bompard in Bollène 

(Vaucluse) failed to defeat the 

leftist Anthony Zilio despite 

the withdrawal sans accord of 

the PCF candidate. And 

conversely, in Bruay-La-

Buissière (Pas de Calais), the 

withdrawal of the PS 

incumbent Olivier Switaj to 

faire barrage against the RN 

candidate, Ludovic Pajot, was 

insufficient. 

 

36.  
https://www.franceinter.fr/p

olitique/municipales-voici-

pourquoi-perpignan-risque-

de-basculer-au-rn 

https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2020/06/10/municipales-2020-seulement-13-6-des-listes-lrm-qui-ont-fusionne-l-ont-fait-avec-des-listes-de-gauche_6042387_4355770.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2020/06/10/municipales-2020-seulement-13-6-des-listes-lrm-qui-ont-fusionne-l-ont-fait-avec-des-listes-de-gauche_6042387_4355770.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2020/06/10/municipales-2020-seulement-13-6-des-listes-lrm-qui-ont-fusionne-l-ont-fait-avec-des-listes-de-gauche_6042387_4355770.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2020/06/10/municipales-2020-seulement-13-6-des-listes-lrm-qui-ont-fusionne-l-ont-fait-avec-des-listes-de-gauche_6042387_4355770.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2020/06/10/municipales-2020-seulement-13-6-des-listes-lrm-qui-ont-fusionne-l-ont-fait-avec-des-listes-de-gauche_6042387_4355770.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2020/06/10/municipales-2020-seulement-13-6-des-listes-lrm-qui-ont-fusionne-l-ont-fait-avec-des-listes-de-gauche_6042387_4355770.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2020/06/10/municipales-2020-seulement-13-6-des-listes-lrm-qui-ont-fusionne-l-ont-fait-avec-des-listes-de-gauche_6042387_4355770.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2020/06/10/municipales-2020-seulement-13-6-des-listes-lrm-qui-ont-fusionne-l-ont-fait-avec-des-listes-de-gauche_6042387_4355770.html
https://www.franceinter.fr/politique/municipales-voici-pourquoi-perpignan-risque-de-basculer-au-rn
https://www.franceinter.fr/politique/municipales-voici-pourquoi-perpignan-risque-de-basculer-au-rn
https://www.franceinter.fr/politique/municipales-voici-pourquoi-perpignan-risque-de-basculer-au-rn
https://www.franceinter.fr/politique/municipales-voici-pourquoi-perpignan-risque-de-basculer-au-rn
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4. 4. RN wins in 2020 
 

In 2014, the Front national had won 12 cities with more than 1,000 inhabitants, 
including Béziers and the small city of Camaret-sur-Aigues where local 
candidates had been endorsed by the Front national from outside the party. 
Additionally, the party had won a small town with less than 200 inhabitants in 
the department of Oise (Le Hamel), as well as around 1,550 councillors across 
the country. The 2014 performance had eclipsed the 2008 municipal setback 
where the party had won a mere 59 seats, while improving on the previous 
apogee of 1995, where a highly concentrated set of lists provided over 1,300 
seats. Additionally, 459 Front national representatives had won seats in the 
municipal corporations (intercommunalités) of larger conurbations, extending 
their influence further. The biggest takes were the 7th sector of Marseilles with 
more than 150,000 inhabitants, as well as the cities of Béziers and Fréjus37. 
 
In 2020, the RN managed to retain eight of its previous 2014 cities, losing 
Cogolin, Le Luc, Mantes-la-Ville and the 7th sector of Marseilles, while winning 
another six – Bédarrides, Bruay-la-Buissière, Mazan, Moissac, Morières-lès-
Avignon and, most importantly, the larger city of Perpignan (Table 6). Overall, 
the party secured a total of just over 1,000 municipal seats, down by a third 
from its 2014 pool of local councillors. Similarly, with only 330 seats, the RN 
largely failed to extend its influence across intercommunalities. 
 

Table 6: FN / RN wins in 2014 and 202038 

 
FN wins in 2014 (N=12) 
 

Municipality Population 
% FN 

round 1 
% FN 

round 2 
Configuration 

Lost 
in 2020 

Beaucaire   15,894 32.8 39.8 4-Way  

Béziers   71,432 44.9 47.0 
3-Way FN-Left-
Right 

 

Camaret-sur-Aigues     4,556 31.2 36.6 
3-Way FN-Left-
Right 

 

Cogolin   11,119 39.0 53.1 Duel FN-Right 
Left the 
party 

Fréjus   52,344 40.3 45.6 
3-Way FN-Right-
Right 

 

Hayange   15,730 30.4 34.7 4-Way  

Hénin-Beaumont   26,868 50.3 –– First round  

Le Luc     9,532 36.9 42.0 4-Way Lost 

Le Pontet   16,899 34.7 42.6 
3-Way FN-Right-
Right 

 

Mantes-la-Ville   19,839 21.7 30.3 4-Way Lost 

Marseille Sect. 7 151,327 32.9 35.3 
3-Way FN-Left-
Right 

Lost 

Villers-Cotterêts   10,411 32.0 41.5 
3-Way FN-Right-
Other 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

37. 
We also include here 

Camaret-sur-Aigues where 

the Ligue’s candidate, Philippe 

de Beauregard, had received 

official support from Marion 

Maréchal-Le Pen in the runoff 

– a consolidation of a far 

right’s Provençal axis since 

2012. 

38. 
Additionally, in Vaucluse, 

Jacques Bompard’s Ligue du 

Sud gained an additional two 

municipalities in Orange and 

Bollène. 



  

FN wins in 2020 (N=14) 
 

Municipality Population 
% FN 

round 1 
% FN 

round 2 
Configuration 

Beaucaire   15,882 59.51 ––  

Bédarrides     5,086 47.8 49.14 3-Way RN-Other-Centre 

Béziers   76,493 68.74 ––  

Camaret-sur-Aigues     4,556 70.20 ––  

Bruay-la-Buissière   22,230 38.57 51.99 Duel RN-Other 

Fréjus   53,168 50.61 ––  

Hayange   15,776 63.14 ––  

Hénin-Beaumont   25,901 74.21 ––  

Le Pontet   17,556 57.21 ––  

Mazan     5,944 28.06 37.99 3-Way RN-Right-Left 

Moissac   12,652 47.03 62.45 Duel RN-Left 

Morières-lès-Avignon     8,295 45.94 55.42 Duel RN-Left 

Perpignan 121,875 35.66 53.09 Duel RN-Right 

Villers-Cotterêts   10,694 53.47 ––  

 
 

The party strategy of consolidating its 2014 wins, and building locally on these 
victories to build local networks has been described as a tache d’huile (an oil 
stain) strategy, spreading outwards into peripheral areas from the 2014 
stronghold39. However, the extent to which this accounts for RN successes in 
the election is variable. Map 1 shows four areas of RN resilience – 2014 mayoral 
victories in bold, 2020 victories in normal type – with choropleth shading by 
change in vote between 2014 and 2020. Any commune with a decrease in its 
vote is hatched-shaded. Grey communes indicate increased vote share, 
darkening with increase. 
  
Moving clockwise in Map 1, the Vaucluse-Gard cluster presents the clearest 
evidence of the ‘tache d’huile’. Three 2014 victories in Beaucaire, Le Pontet and 
Camaret show consolidation in increased first-round vote share in 2020, 
accompanied by increases in neighbouring communes, and three additional 
town halls in Bédarrides, Mazan and Morières. Nonetheless, as many 
communes in the interstices saw a diminishing of RN support. Similarly, around 
Hénin-Beaumont, a line of communes saw increased first-round RN voting, with 
a single victory in Bruay-la-Buissière. Again, however, as many adjacent 
communes saw drops in vote share for the RN. In Bruay-la-Buissière, Ludovic 
Pajot’s prominence, as the benjamin of the Assemblée Nationale, and close ties 
to Steeve Briois in Hénin-Beaumont, allowed the mobilisation – including a rise 
in turnout between the two rounds – of sufficient support to displace the 
Socialist incumbent. 
 
A similar axis obtains between Béziers, the self-styled laboratoire frontiste of 
Robert Ménard, and Perpignan. In the South-West of the country, Perpignan 
has always been an island of support for the radical right, as Pierre Sergent’s 
fiefdom in the 1980s. The high-profile candidacy of Louis Aliot and distancing 
from the national party, in a similar socio-economic environment, echoed 
Ménard’s campaign in 2014, despite differences between the two mayors on 
the relative importance of national profile and local specificity40. However, the 
map underlines the relative failure of the RN’s tache d’huile strategy in the 
Pyrénées-Orientales, with no additional RN win in the area of the Narbonnaise 

39. 
https://www.lemonde.fr/p
olitique/article/2020/01/2
7/municipales-de-la-
dediabolisation-a-la-
notabilisation-la-strategie-
aliot-pour-conquerir-
perpignan_6027389_8234
48.html; 
https://www.republicain-
lorrain.fr/edition-
thionville-
hayange/2020/05/02/val-
de-fensch-l-hypothese-d-
un-vice-president-rn-fait-
debat 

40. 
https://www.lefigaro.fr/politi

que/bisbilles-entre-les-allies-

du-sud-louis-aliot-et-robert-

menard-20200727 

https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2020/01/27/municipales-de-la-dediabolisation-a-la-notabilisation-la-strategie-aliot-pour-conquerir-perpignan_6027389_823448.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2020/01/27/municipales-de-la-dediabolisation-a-la-notabilisation-la-strategie-aliot-pour-conquerir-perpignan_6027389_823448.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2020/01/27/municipales-de-la-dediabolisation-a-la-notabilisation-la-strategie-aliot-pour-conquerir-perpignan_6027389_823448.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2020/01/27/municipales-de-la-dediabolisation-a-la-notabilisation-la-strategie-aliot-pour-conquerir-perpignan_6027389_823448.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2020/01/27/municipales-de-la-dediabolisation-a-la-notabilisation-la-strategie-aliot-pour-conquerir-perpignan_6027389_823448.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2020/01/27/municipales-de-la-dediabolisation-a-la-notabilisation-la-strategie-aliot-pour-conquerir-perpignan_6027389_823448.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2020/01/27/municipales-de-la-dediabolisation-a-la-notabilisation-la-strategie-aliot-pour-conquerir-perpignan_6027389_823448.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/politique/article/2020/01/27/municipales-de-la-dediabolisation-a-la-notabilisation-la-strategie-aliot-pour-conquerir-perpignan_6027389_823448.html
https://www.republicain-lorrain.fr/edition-thionville-hayange/2020/05/02/val-de-fensch-l-hypothese-d-un-vice-president-rn-fait-debat
https://www.republicain-lorrain.fr/edition-thionville-hayange/2020/05/02/val-de-fensch-l-hypothese-d-un-vice-president-rn-fait-debat
https://www.republicain-lorrain.fr/edition-thionville-hayange/2020/05/02/val-de-fensch-l-hypothese-d-un-vice-president-rn-fait-debat
https://www.republicain-lorrain.fr/edition-thionville-hayange/2020/05/02/val-de-fensch-l-hypothese-d-un-vice-president-rn-fait-debat
https://www.republicain-lorrain.fr/edition-thionville-hayange/2020/05/02/val-de-fensch-l-hypothese-d-un-vice-president-rn-fait-debat
https://www.republicain-lorrain.fr/edition-thionville-hayange/2020/05/02/val-de-fensch-l-hypothese-d-un-vice-president-rn-fait-debat
https://www.republicain-lorrain.fr/edition-thionville-hayange/2020/05/02/val-de-fensch-l-hypothese-d-un-vice-president-rn-fait-debat
https://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/bisbilles-entre-les-allies-du-sud-louis-aliot-et-robert-menard-20200727
https://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/bisbilles-entre-les-allies-du-sud-louis-aliot-et-robert-menard-20200727
https://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/bisbilles-entre-les-allies-du-sud-louis-aliot-et-robert-menard-20200727
https://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/bisbilles-entre-les-allies-du-sud-louis-aliot-et-robert-menard-20200727
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along the Mediterranean coast. Finally, in the Var, RN hegemonic position over 
the Fréjus-Le Luc-Cogolin triangle did not produce any additional city for the 
party in 2020, which suggests that the magnitude of the tache d’huile 
phenomenon should not be exaggerated and may be context dependent. 

 
 

Map 1: RN vote change (2014-2020, first round) around key Front national town 
halls 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Following a series of electoral successes in the 2017 presidential and legislative 
elections, and the 2019 European elections, the 2020 municipals were seen as 
a confirmation of the RN’s ability to consolidate its party system position, while 
responding to the imperative to establish a more solid power-base throughout 
the country in order to prepare for future electoral expansion. For the party, 
electoral consolidation at the municipal level was seen as crucial for further 
development of its network of local cadres and grassroots, and ability to prove 
itself as a party of local government in the few cities it had won in 2014, which 
would eventually allow Le Pen’s party to achieve greater credibility. 
 
Looking at the balance of national and local issues, our analysis suggests that 
the campaign and issues behind the RN vote were primarily local. Looking at 
the 443 metropolitan municipalities where the RN ran in 2020, we find little 
evidence of any relationship between RN performances and abstention levels 
across the country. Our findings point to the importance of local factors relating 
to the party’s consolidation and entrenchment in some – but not all – of its well-
established strongholds. First, we see in the heartlands of RN support in the 



  

Nord-Pas-de-Calais and Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur a process of diffusion – the 
so-called ‘tache d’huile’ (oil stain) – from the party’s bastions to neighbouring 
communes. Second, we see an ostensible personal vote in cities with incumbent 
RN mayors, where support for the RN was substantially higher in 2020. 
Candidate effects are important factors of local party politics and elections in 
France (Brouard and Kerrouche 2013) and they are associated with candidate 
notability (Brack et al. 2016). In the case of the RN, such an effect may be partly 
accounted for by those mayors’ strategy of moving away from the party’s 
emblems, names and far right reputation, a strategy pursued by many in 2014, 
and suggesting a move to ‘de-demonize’ the RN in local politics. 
 
We would conclude that, while demonstrating the RN’s learning curve of local 
governance, the 2020 municipals represented another demonstration of the 
limits of RN success. Our analysis illustrates a possible paradox of RN 
consolidation at the local level. On the one hand, unlike the short-lived 
experience of Front national cities during the 1990s, current RN mayors have 
built strong local constituencies and secured substantial pools of loyal voters in 
their municipalities, demonstrating governing credibility and the ability to 
consolidate locally. On the other hand, despite these local success stories, the 
RN still remains extremely weak organizationally and lacks the local resources 
and grassroots to expand its local base of power beyond its few bastions. Most 
notably, beside Perpignan, Fréjus and, to a lesser extent, Béziers, the RN still 
has difficulties establishing itself in larger urban municipalities, which would be 
essential to providing the political resources and legitimacy needed by Marine 
Le Pen to break the ‘glass ceiling’ of national power in the 2022 presidential 
election. 
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