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Five years ago, Matteo Salvini stripped and posed half-naked for a series of “sexy” photos that were
auctioned on eBay. At the time, he was a senior official of Italy’s separatist Lega Nord party. His
bizarre photoshoot took place on the sidelines of a National Front conference in France.
Beneficiaries of the auction included part of an Italian anti-abortion network that claims to be
“inspired” by the “heritage of Christian culture” and responds to a “conspiracy against life.”

Today, Salvini’s party has transformed itself into one of the most prominent nationalist movements
in Europe (now known only as Lega). Salvini himself has become Italy’s interior minister and the
country’s most recognizable politician, emboldened by stunning results in the recent European
Parliament elections, in which his party won a third of Italian votes (about five times more than the 6
percent it received in 2014).

Along with Marine le Pen in France, leader of the National Front (now rebranded as the National
Rally party), Hungary’s prime minister, Viktor Orbán, and others, Salvini is leading a startling
resurgence of Europe’s far right. Across the continent, the messaging of these right-wing populists is
increasingly slick, their party machines are disciplined, and their policies have been carefully crafted
to appeal to a wider range of voters.

Back in 2013, an ally of Britain’s then prime minister, David Cameron, allegedly dismissed the anti-
EU activists in his own Conservative Party as “swivel-eyed loons.” Three years later came the
political earthquake of the Brexit referendum result—in which the fringe became the majority.
Today, Europe’s nationalist movements have undergone a makeover of a comparable speed and
magnitude. Last month, they collectively won a record number of seats in the European Parliament.

“It is a sign of a Europe that has changed,” proclaimed Salvini at a triumphant press conference in
Milan, shortly after the polls closed. Holding up a rosary, kissing a crucifix, and thanking the
“Immaculate Heart of Mary,” he proclaimed it time to “save” Europe’s “Judeo-Christian roots.” In
Hungary, his ally Orbán—self-styled champion of illiberal democracy—hailed “a new era in European
politics.”

These movements did not emerge overnight, nor will they fade anytime soon. Since mid-2016,
together with colleagues at openDemocracy, we have tracked the growth of Europe’s nativist
movements, from the Brexit campaign, to Orbán’s increasing stranglehold on the levers of power in
Hungary, to cross-border networks seeking to block or roll back women’s and LGBTQI rights. Their
strategy begins by influencing elections, courts, education, and healthcare systems, as well as
policymakers and public opinion, and ends by taking power.

We started this investigative work when we noticed irregularities in the financing of the Leave
campaign to take Britain out of the EU. Since then, the picture that has emerged is of a powerful,
well-funded global alliance of ultra-conservatives and far-right political actors, many of whom unite
around an economically libertarian but socially conservative worldview.
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This political vision is explicit about seeking to shift power away from women and LGBTQI people. It
aims to promote the “life” of the unborn (while disregarding the risks of unsafe abortions and
pregnancies to women’s lives); the “family,” by which it means a return to traditional gender roles,
without any space for LGBTQI people, and putting women back in the home, seen as their “natural”
place; and the “freedom” of markets and religious institutions, specifically Christian ones, above all
other claims of rights or liberties.

This triad of “life, family, and freedom” was enshrined in the Manhattan Declaration, a manifesto
written nearly a decade ago by American activists of the religious right. Signatories including
Orthodox, Evangelical, and Catholic leaders pledged to act in unison and determined that “no power
on Earth, be it cultural or political, will intimidate us into silence or acquiescence.”

Today, that coalition has taken on a decidedly transatlantic hue. Many of Europe’s far-right leaders
talk openly about defending “Christian Europe.” Orbán added this message to his party’s recent
European election manifesto, and Salvini frequently attacks “gender ideology.” Vox, the first far-
right party to win seats in Spain’s parliament since the Franco dictatorship, has vowed to roll back
laws against gender-based violence. Poland’s Law and Justice party is pushing to outlaw abortion
and place restrictive limits on women’s access to contraception.

For those Europeans who like to see their continent as the world’s most secular and socially liberal,
these are disturbing developments. It is no surprise, perhaps, that European countries are capable
of producing hard-right nationalist movements, but it is startling how quickly these new parties have
grown and forced their way into the electoral mainstream—and it’s striking to see how many are
adopting overtly religious and socially conservative rhetoric.

Part of the explanation for this surge, however, became clearer for us when we started tracking the
international financial flows linked to many of America’s most powerful Christian conservative
groups. Several of the American activists who signed the Manhattan Declaration have since made
numerous trips across the Atlantic, along with a great deal of cash to support their efforts.

A recent openDemocracy investigation found that America’s Christian right spent at least $50
million of “dark money” to fund campaigns and advocacy in Europe over the past decade. (By the
measures of US political financing, this may not seem like a vast sum, but by European standards it’s
formidable. The total spend on the 2014 European elections, for example, by all of Ireland’s political
parties combined was just $3 million.)

These numbers are also likely the tip of the iceberg: our analysis looked at only twelve US Christian
right groups, and there were many obstacles to disclosure that limited the information we could
extract. Institutions registered as churches, for example, are not required to publish their overseas
funding. The largest spender appeared to be the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, which spent
more than $20 million in Europe from 2008 to 2014, but filings are not available beyond that period,
so the true figure could be far larger.

As well as reviewing thousands of pages of IRS filings from these groups over the last decade, we
worked with reporters across Europe to follow the money to its local beneficiaries. One of the groups
we looked at, for instance, was Heartbeat International, founded in the early 1970s. Based in
Columbus, Ohio, it’s seen as a pioneer of the controversial model of “crisis pregnancy centers,”
which discourage women from accessing legal abortion and contraception. The organization now has
a network of “affiliated pregnancy help centers” worldwide and appears to have spent more money
in Italy than anywhere else in Europe.

As might be expected, we also found links between these groups and senior members or advisers of
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the current US administration. None disclose their donors, and there is no legal requirement to do
so, but at least two have known ties to famous billionaire funders of conservative causes, including
the Koch brothers and the family of Trump’s education secretary, Betsy DeVos. One of the religious
groups we researched, which pumped $12.4 million into Europe from 2008 to 2017, lists as its chief
counsel Jay Sekulow, one of President Trump’s personal attorneys.

Another of the US groups we found spending money in Europe is the Acton Institute. Based in Grand
Rapids, Michigan, it marries economic liberalism with a conservative Christian social agenda. Its IRS
filings disclose that the group has spent at least $1.7 million since 2008 in Europe, where it keeps an
office in Rome and has been linked to powerful critics of Pope Francis, including through another
controversial think tank, the Dignitatis Humanae Institute, of which former Trump strategist Steve
Bannon is a patron.

Dignitatis has recently made international news because of Bannon’s plans to use a thirteenth-
century monastery outside Rome to train a new generation of Salvinis, Orbáns, and Le Pens. “Let’s
have an academy that brings the best thinkers together and it can actually train… what we call
modern gladiators,” Bannon said in an April interview with NBC’s Richard Engel. His plans were
later thwarted when the Institute’s lease on the monastery was revoked by the government, citing
various contractual violations. This followed protests from local residents who questioned the
legality of the lease. Some of the documents submitted in this process showed how the Dignitatis
Humanae Institute relied on Acton to support its application, detailing joint activities between the
two organizations over a five-year period.

Acton’s founder, Robert Sirico, said the Rome office had participated in this process without his
knowledge, and that he instructed it to distance itself from Dignitatis and Bannon. But the
controversy surrounding Bannon’s involvement misses the more significant point about Acton’s
work. The think tank has an explicit mission to conjoin and support values of free-market capitalism
and social conservatism. Unlike the US, in Europe, this blend of often contradictory
fundamentalisms is a relatively new phenomenon, but it’s an alliance that succeeds in uniting
climate-change deniers, anti-abortion activists, and anti-LGBTQI campaigners in attacks against the
“liberal” pope, for example. It also explains the rise in anti-welfare state rhetoric we heard at the
annual World Congress of Families, an increasingly influential, ultra-conservative summit, held this
year in Verona,where one speaker claimed that “the only welfare state that has worked in Italy is the
family.” This type of rhetoric is gaining traction in places like Italy and Spain, where such systems of
benefits and entitlements have long been popular and strong.

The American religious right’s support for campaigns against legal abortion, LGBTQI rights, sex
education, and other causes in Africa and Latin America has been well documented over the years.
Notorious examples such as the “kill the gays” bill in Uganda and draconian anti-abortion laws in
Latin America have left a trail of violence, trauma, and repression across both continents. But the
scale of the American religious conservatives’ push into Europe has not been widely reported or well
understood.

“It took the Christian right thirty years to get to where they are now in the White House,” said Neil
Datta, the secretary of the Brussels-based European Parliamentary Forum on Population and
Development, reacting to our research. “We knew a similar effort was happening in Europe, but this
should be a wake-up call that this is happening even faster and on a grander scale than many
experts could have ever imagined.”

*

Shortly before the recent European elections, Matteo Salvini took the stage in Verona at the World
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Congress of Families conference. In his address, he mocked feminists as “interesting for
anthropologists to study” and promised to “fight the theory of gender until it changes.” The audience
included prominent Christian conservative and anti-abortion activists from the United States,
members of the Russian government and Orthodox Church, and representatives of various European
far-right parties.

To roaring applause, a stream of Italian politicians joined in declaring their support for the “natural
family,” defined exclusively as a married man and woman, preferably with many children. Following
Salvini’s lead, they condemned Europe’s “crisis of empty cribs” and framed their culture war against
the rights of women and LGBTQI people as an economic solution to their country’s persistent
problems of low growth and high unemployment rates, particularly among young people.

This was the third time openDemocracy had sent reporters to the WCF, after Moldova last year and
Budapest in 2017, at which Orbán also spoke. But this year was different. What we discovered there
was a clearer picture of how American ultra-conservatives and their friends on Europe’s far right are
working together. We found new evidence of what a group of MEPs has described as “deeply
concerning” coordination between some of these movements. Most apparent was the intense focus
of this alliance on achieving political power.

One of the more effective speakers was Ignacio Arsuaga, leader of the Madrid-based CitizenGo
group. Founded in 2013 after a previous WCF in Spain, CitizenGo was intended to act as a
conservative answer to the giant progressive online campaign platforms like Avaaz and Change.org.
Arsuaga’s organization is best known for its online petitions against same-sex marriage, sex
education, and abortion—and for driving buses across cities around the world bearing advertising
slogans against LGBTQI rightsand “feminazis.” From the stage, Arsuaga railed against “the heirs of
[Italian Communist leader Antonio] Gramsci, cultural Marxists… radical feminists… LGBT
totalitarians.” He declared that “this culture war is a global war,” and told the assembled
participants to pursue both direct paths to power, via “parties and elected officials,” and indirect
paths—“By controlling their environment… you also control them.”

In Verona, we learned that CitizenGo, which has support from both American and Russian ultra-
conservatives who sit on its board, was aiming to play a far more ambitious and influential role in
the European elections than it had in its previous campaigns. It now sought to act, in the words of
one senior Vox official, as a Super-PAC to drive voters toward the far right. Arsuaga told an
undercover reporter who posed as a potential donor about the group’s plans to run attack ads in
Spain against Vox’s political opponents in the final weeks before Spain’s national elections in April.

He went on to describe how his group is increasingly coordinating with far-right movements across
Europe, and told the reporter how he could get around campaign finance laws in his country. In a
number of countries in Europe, campaign finance laws cap political spending during campaign
periods, limit coordination between different campaign groups, and usually require donor
transparency. The new tactics outlined by Arsuaga of pumping potentially unlimited funds from
proxy groups into domestic political races is an extremely worrying new development.

The composition of CitizenGo’s board illustrates the transnational complexion of the support it can
rely on. It includes a close business associate of Konstantin Malofeev, sometimes called “the
Orthodox Oligarch,” who has been targeted by US and Europeansanctions for allegedly propping up
the pro-Russian breakaway republic in eastern Ukraine. It also includes an Italian politician, Luca
Volonte, who is currently on trial in Milan facing corruption charges. An American connection is
apparent, too: Brian Brown, head of the National Organization for Marriage and a prominent anti-
LGBT activist who also leads the International Organization for Family group that coordinates the
WCF, is a board member.
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CitizenGo’s Arsuaga told our undercover reporter that he gets advice “every couple of months or so”
from a “senior expert” in fundraising and technology, who is, he said, “paid by Brian Brown.” That
expert is Darian Rafie, Brown’s partner at another US group named ActRight, which describes itself
as a “clearinghouse for conservative action.” ActRight recently encouraged people to “thank
president Trump for stopping transgender insanity in the military,” and asked in a Facebook post,
“how much do you think Barack Obama paid Harvard to admit his pot-head daughter?”

Our reporter also spoke directly to Rafie, an experienced American political operative who has
worked for the Republican Party and a Tea Party media outlet, and said he was involved in the
Trump campaign. He discussed his longstanding relationship with CitizenGo and boasted of his
ability to use controversial “geofencing” technology to collect personal data about potential voters
gathered in a specific area, such as a campaign rally, via their mobile phones.

Responding to our findings, the former US Democratic Senator Russ Feingold, who worked
alongside Senator John McCain in efforts to reform American electoral finance laws, called these
developments “frightening.” He urged European authorities and regulators to “get ahead of this and
not make the same mistakes that were made here in the United States.”

The growing role that CitizenGo appears to be playing in giving European far-right parties in-kind
support is a new application of methods long used by internationally connected culture warriors who
deploy expertise, as well as cash, in their global campaigns. For example, during Ireland’s historic
abortion referendum last year, openDemocracy reported on how American alt-right activists were
targeting Irish voters with social media propaganda. We also revealed how foreign activists could
donate to campaigns and continue to buy social media ads online—this in the same week that Mark
Zuckerberg made a very public promise to members of the European Parliament that Facebook had
banned such foreign ads seeking to interfere in domestic elections.

What’s clear in the pattern of connections and support between American ultra-conservatives and
European far-right groups is the willingness on both sides to exploit loopholes in regulations and to
embrace unscrupulous, even illegal, methods. Last month, openDemocracy worked with a nonprofit
watchdog named Unhack Democracy Europe to publish a report pointing to widespread fraud by
Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz partyin the 2018 Hungarian elections, including vote-buying, voter
intimidation, tampering with postal votes, missing ballots, and election software malfunctions. (The
result of that election was to give Orbán a parliamentary super-majority, enabling him to further
tighten his grip on the judiciary, media, and other organs of power.) The report went on to identify
ways in which the European parliamentary elections in Hungary were even more vulnerable to such
abuse than national ones. Unhack Democracy is now compiling a follow-up report on what actually
happened there in the European elections.

In another development in the run-up to the European-wide vote, openDemocracy received a leaked
report authored by the European Parliament’s vice-president, a senior Irish MEP, that sought to
facilitate greater influence for religious lobbyists in Brussels. This controversial plan was shelved
after lawmakers protested, but with a larger bloc of right-wing populist members now in Parliament,
the proposal is expected to resurface.

Although Europe’s far-right parties fell well short of predictions that they would redraw the map of
European political power, underperforming in Germany, Holland, and Denmark, they did make
significant gains—especially in Italy, Hungary, and France. “Rather than a victory for democracy,”
concluded the Dutch scholar Cas Mudde, the European elections showed how populism, and
particularly “the populist radical right” has become “mainstreamed and normalized.”

*
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At the World Congress of Families conference in Verona, on the eve of those elections, the mood was
jubilant. “It’s great to be among such a group of far-right radicals,” joked the Christian conservative
writer and YouTube personality Steve Turley. Proclaiming a “reawakening,” from Trump’s America
to Modi’s India, Turley predicted that religious conservatives would soon outnumber
“secularists”—simply by outbreeding them. Another American, a Missouri lawyer and Republican
activist named Ed Marton, who co-authored a book called The Conservative Case for Trump, arrived
at the podium in a MAGA hat and proclaimed that “Brexit, the Bible, and borders” could “make
Europe great again.”

But Marton and his colleagues will not have it all their own way. For the first time at the WCF
gathering, the crowds protesting outside were far larger than the audience inside. More than 30,000
protesters took over Verona after the Non Una di Meno feminist group, inspired by the trailblazing
Argentinian Ni Una Menos (“Not One Less”) movement, called a demonstration. People traveled
from across Italy and as far away as Belarus, Spain, Croatia, and Britain to take part.

The next day, a smaller group of women staged a silent protest dressed in the iconic red robes and
bonnets of Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. These robes have been worn by women
protesting the backlash against reproductive rights across the US, as well as in Poland, Australia,
Ireland, and Argentina. We met a woman from Croatia who said she planned to join a “walk for
freedom” to counter an annual anti-abortion “walk for life” when she got home. “This is just the
beginning,” she told us.
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• New York Review of Books, July 10, 2019:
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/07/10/the-american-dark-money-behind-europes-far-right/

•

An earlier version of this essay misidentified the author of the remark about Euroskeptic
Conservatives as “swivel-eyed loons”; it was, allegedly, a senior Tory, but not Prime Minister David
Cameron himself. The article also misstated the date of the issue of the Manhattan Declaration as
“more than twenty years ago”; it was published in November 2009, thus nearly a decade ago. The
article has been updated accordingly.
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