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Elections in Context

West European Politics

The general election of November 2024 in the 
Republic of Ireland: Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael 
renew their vows

Conor Little 

Department of Politics & Public Administration, Univerrsity of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland

ABSTRACT
In the 2024 Irish elections, the main governing parties emerged more-or-less 
unscathed, with the largest party, Fianna Fáil, growing its seat share. Fianna Fáil 
and Fine Gael continued to lead the government, consolidating the core of a 
new coalition formula. As in 2020–2024, the political landscape would involve a 
centre-right government facing a predominantly left-of-centre opposition led by 
Sinn Féin. The far right did not make significant inroads at the election, even if it 
did organise and contest the election to an extent not previously seen.

KEYWORDS  Ireland; election; coalition; party system

Internationally, 2024 was a ‘year of elections’ that, in the context of 
cost-of-living pressures, was noted for consistently delivering electoral 
losses for incumbent parties and gains for the far right (Burn-Murdoch 
2024; Ferrinho Lopes 2025; Gougou 2025; Prosser 2025; Scharrer et  al. 
2026).1 Ireland, which held its general election on Friday 29 November 
2024, came close to bucking that trend. Although the smallest coalition 
partner (the Green Party) incurred significant losses, the main governing 
parties emerged more-or-less unscathed, with the largest party, Fianna 
Fáil, growing its seat share. The election resulted in Fianna Fáil and Fine 
Gael continuing to lead the government, consolidating the core of a new 
coalition formula. As in 2020–2024, the political landscape after the 2024 
elections involves a centre-right government facing a predominantly 
left-of-centre opposition led by Sinn Féin. The far right did not make 
significant inroads at the election, even if it did organise and contest the 
election to an extent not previously seen.
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Background to the election

The government coalition that formed in 2020 had been the first to 
include both of Ireland’s historic parties of government (Fianna Fáil and 
Fine Gael); it also included the smaller Green Party. This government had 
an eventful term in office. Coalition bargaining took place during the 
early months of the Covid-19 pandemic. From 2022, Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine led to enduring increases in the cost of living; it also 
led to increased immigration, with the arrival of 110,000 Ukrainians seek-
ing temporary protection. Hamas’s attack on Israel on 7 October 2023 and 
Israel’s occupation of the Gaza Strip that followed also received consider-
able political, media and public attention; by autumn 2024, the death toll 
had exceeded 40,000.

As immigration became a prominent issue, the far right organised in 
way it had not done before in Ireland. Immigration was increasingly 
salient from late 2022 on, with 24% of respondents to the Standard 
Eurobarometer in Autumn 2024 identifying it as one of the two most 
important issues facing the country (European Commission 2026). 2023 
and 2024 was marked by disinformation about and protests against the 
accommodation of asylum seekers in communities, and a wave of arson 
attacks on buildings being used – or rumoured to be under consideration 
for use – for this purpose. On 23 November 2023, after children and 
their carer were stabbed by an Irish citizen of North African origin, the 
far right instigated rioting in Dublin city-centre, resulting in attacks on 
Gardaí (police) and members of the public, the looting of shops, and the 
burning of public transport, Garda vehicles and businesses; for Ireland, it 
was a public order event unprecedented in its scale.

The country’s economy grew strongly and the public finances were flush. 
This was in part due to rapidly-increasing corporation tax receipts, as large 
multinational companies channelled global profits through Ireland. In addi-
tion, the European Court of Justice ruled in September 2024 that the Irish 
government had to accept €13bn in tax from Apple, which led to political 
debate about how these funds should be used. The annual budget announced 
on 1 October 2024 increased spending substantially, including by continu-
ing universal (untargeted) cost-of-living supports, and once again breaking 
the government’s self-imposed 5% ‘rule’ on net spending increases. A large 
proportion of corporation tax revenue came from a handful of companies 
and so was vulnerable to changes in their fortunes and policies, and in the 
policies of other governments. The election of Donald Trump as President 
of the United States in early November 2024, just as Ireland’s general elec-
tion was being called, increased uncertainty on this front.

The issues of greatest concern to the public were housing and the cost 
of living (European Commission 2026). Ireland’s financial and construction 
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crash of 2008 continued to cast a long shadow, as demand for homes (for 
rental and purchase) continued to be greater than supply, and prices, which 
were already high, continued to rise. About 15,000 people were homeless by 
election time, up from 9,000 in mid-2020.

In government, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael had agreed that there would 
be a ‘rotating Taoiseach’ (prime minister) as part of their coalition deal. 
Fine Gael’s Leo Varadkar took over from Fianna Fáil’s Micheál Martin in 
December 2022. There was also some turnover in opposition party lead-
ers. Ivana Bacik replaced Alan Kelly as leader of the Labour Party in 
March 2022 after Kelly lost the confidence of the parliamentary party. 
Holly Cairns became leader of the Social Democrats when her party’s 
founders and co-leaders, Catherine Murphy and Róisín Shortall, stepped 
down in March 2023.

Ireland saw several electoral events in 2024, the first of which prompted 
leadership turnover at the top of government. In March, the government 
lost two referendums on the Constitution, which dates from 1937. One 
referendum was about expanding the definition of the family to include 
durable relationships other than marriage. The other proposed recognis-
ing care provided by family members, replacing a provision that recog-
nises the importance of women’s role and ostensible duties in the home. 
All major political parties supported ‘Yes’ votes in these referendums, with 
only minor conservative populist parties – Aontú and the newly-formed 
Independent Ireland – opposing them. But more than two thirds of voters 
(and nearly three quarters, in the ‘care’ referendum) rejected the propos-
als. Shortly after, Leo Varadkar resigned as Fine Gael leader and Taoiseach, 
surprising many. A 37 year-old government minister, Simon Harris, quickly 
and effectively marshalled the support of the Fine Gael party behind him, 
and became the leader of Fine Gael – and thus Taoiseach – without a 
contest. The party gained public support under its new leader, reaching 
about 25% support in opinion polls by September 2024 (Müller 2024).

The next set of electoral events was the European Parliament elections 
and nationwide local elections, held on Friday 7 June (Gerba 2024; 
Kavanagh and D’Arcy 2025). After its unprecedented result at the 2020 
general election, when it was the largest party by vote share, with 24.5% 
of the vote, Sinn Féin had continued to rise in the polls, consistently 
reaching the mid-30s through mid-2022; then, however, began a long 
slide, which accelerated in 2024 to figures of around 20% (Müller 2024). 
At the local elections, it won just 12% of the vote (11% in the European 
Parliament election).

These were the first elections in Ireland at which immigration had 
been a salient issue. In response to its disappointing result, Sinn Féin 
revised its immigration policy, with plans to give local residents more say 
in decisions to accommodate asylum seekers and setting themselves 
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against accommodating asylum seekers in working class areas. They were 
not alone: the three main parties all developed a harder line on immigra-
tion in 2024, and the government dropped its plans for hate speech 
legislation.

The general election had to take place by early 2025, but Sinn Féin’s 
very poor showing at the local and European Parliament elections and the 
relatively strong results for Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael led to speculation 
about an early election. The Green Pary opposed this as it had had very 
poor election results; its leader of 15 years, Éamon Ryan, stepped down 
and was succeeded after a contest by senior government minister Roderic 
O’Gorman.

Sinn Féin’s run of negative publicity continued into the Autumn of 
2024. In September, it emerged that Sinn Féin press officers had provided 
a reference to a colleague who had been convicted of sex offences; in 
October, that a Sinn Féin Senator had sent sexualised messages to two 
teenagers (and had resigned in January); and in the same month, one of 
its TDs left the party after an internal investigation found that he had 
sexually harassed a woman a year earlier.

The short campaign effectively began when the Taoiseach, Simon Harris, 
announced on Wednesday 6 November that he would seek the dissolution 
of the Dáil later that week. Sinn Féin continued to emphasise ‘change’, as 
they had done successfully in 2020. Fine Gael’s slogan (‘New Energy’) was 
a direct reference to their new leader’s style of leadership and communica-
tion. Fianna Fáil opted for ‘Moving forward, together’ and the Green Party 
emphasised its influence in government, with ‘Greens Deliver’.

By the close of nominations, there were 686 candidates. Ireland’s can-
didate gender quota, introduced in 2016 at 30%, increased to 40% for the 
2024 election. All parties in receipt of state funding exceeded the new 
quota, so none lost any of that funding (Reidy 2025). 36 TDs who had 
been elected in 2020 were not seeking re-election. The rate of retirement 
from electoral politics was particularly high among Fine Gael TDs, with 
more than half of the party’s TDs not running again in 2024. Given 
Ireland’s candidate-centred electoral system and the large incumbency 
effect in Irish elections, this was a problem for the party, and it prompted 
them to run a leader-centred campaign.

Early in the campaign, opinion polls had shown Fine Gael well ahead 
of Sinn Féin and Fianna Fáil. However, this support fell away in the last 
week of November, as opinion polls showed large drops in Fine Gael 
support. This coincided with Fine Gael leader Simon Harris appearing to 
run out of ‘new energy’, as he was recorded walking away from a con-
versation with a disability care worker who was critical of the govern-
ment. Although these two developments were coincidental – the fieldwork 
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for the most significant of these opinion polls had been completed before 
the incident with the disability care worker – they were mutually rein-
forcing, creating a negative spiral for Fine Gael with only a few days left 
in the campaign.

On the question of which parties would do business with whom after 
the election, coalition preferences were more ‘open’ than at any previous 
time, marking the continued transformation of the party system (Little 
2026). Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael had never before approached an elec-
tion indicating that they would be open to coalition with one another. 
They both, however, continued to reject the prospect of coalition with 
Sinn Féin, although all other parties left this option open. During the 
campaign, the Labour Party leader suggested that she would aim to 
form an alliance with the Social Democrats and the Greens for the 
purpose of negotiating coalition with other parties, but when she pro-
posed doing so shortly after the election, the Social Democrats rejected 
the idea.

The result

The Constitution stipulates that there must be one TD for every 20–30,000 
individuals, so ahead of the general election, provision was made to increase 
the number of seats in the Dáil (lower house) from 160 to 174 in order to 
catch up with population growth.

Official turnout was 59.7%, although turnout figures in Ireland are 
contested (Däubler 2025). The decline in turnout since 2020 was notable, 
given that the electoral register had been cleaned up in the interim (i.e., 
those who should not have been on it, including those who had died, 
were being removed), and therefore all else being equal, the turnout fig-
ure would be expected to rise.

Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael managed to more-or-less maintain the same 
vote share as in 2020 (Table 1). This was supported by relatively high 
levels of transfers between the two parties, with about 30% of first pref-
erence votes for candidates of one of these parties followed by a prefer-
ence for a candidate of the other party, compared to 40% for candidates 
of their own party (Coughlan 2024). Although their share of first-preference 
votes was only slightly larger than Fine Gael, Fianna Fáil won ten more 
seats than their partner in government. This was a significant success for 
Fianna Fáil and for Micheál Martin, whose leadership had intermittently 
been the target of criticism within his party.

The Green Party bore the brunt of anti-incumbency voting. In 2011, fol-
lowing their first term in government, they lost all of their six seats, and this 
time the outcome was similar: they lost all but their party leader’s seat.
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For Sinn Féin, which gained a couple of seats, but lost seat share, this 
was another disappointing election result; its vote was down by more than 
110,000 votes or five percentage points on the 2020 general election. 
Nonetheless, they retained strong support among younger voters.

On the centre-left, the Social Democrats and the Labour Party per-
formed well, nearly doubling their seats. However, within two weeks of 
the election, one of the new Social Democrat TDs was suspended from 
the party when it emerged that he had not disposed of shares in Palantir 
– his former employer and a company that supplies the Israeli military 
– when he said he had; he was readmitted eight months later. Further to 
the left, People Before Profit-Solidarity lost two seats.

On the right, conservative populists also made gains, with Aontú and 
Independent Ireland – a party formed by three non-party TDs in 2023 
– each winning an additional seat. Parties of the far right (the Irish 
Freedom Party, the Irish People, the National Party, Ireland First, Liberty 
Republic, the Centre Party of Ireland) received less than 35,000 votes 
(1.6% of the vote in total).

A varied set of non-party TDs (Independents) continued to occupy a 
substantial share of Dáil seats. Two of the groupings among them – the 
Regional Group of Independents and the Healy-Rae brothers – would 
play an important role in government formation.

Despite the increase in the candidate gender quota for parties, the pro-
portion of women in the Dáil remained more or less the same at 25%, 
which compares poorly with other European countries (IPU 2024).

Table 1. R esults of the Irish general election of November 2024.
2024 2020

Seats N Votes Votes % Seats N Votes Votes %

Fianna Fáil 48* 481414 21.9 38* 484315 22.2
Fine Gael 38 458134 20.8 35 455568 20.9
Sinn Féin 39 418627 19.0 37 535573 24.5
Non-party (‘Independents’) 16 290748 13.2 19 266353 12.2
Social Democrats 11 106028 4.8 6 63397 2.9
Labour Party 11 102457 4.7 6 95582 4.4
Aontú 2 86134 3.9 1 41575 1.9
Independent Ireland 4 78276 3.6 NA NA NA
Green Party 1 66911 3.0 12 155695 7.1
People Before 

Profit–Solidarity**
3 62481 2.8 5 57420 2.6

100% Redress 1 6862 0.3 NA NA NA
Independents 4 Change 0 5166 0.2 1 8421 0.4
Other parties 0 39215 1.8 0 19590 0.9
Totals 174 2202453 100.0*** 160 2183489 100.0
Turnout 59.7%   62.2%  
*Includes the outgoing Speaker (Ceann Comhairle) who is returned automatically.
**Solidarity/People Before Profit in 2020.
***After correcting for rounding error.
Turnout is based on the number of valid votes as a percentage of the electorate as per the Register 

of Electors.
Source: Houses of the Oireachtas (2025).
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The new government

The 34th Dáil met on 18 December. Non-party TD Verona Murphy of the 
Regional Group of Independents became the first woman to be elected as 
Ceann Comhairle (speaker of the house). She was elected by secret ballot, 
with the support of the Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil leaders; this suggested 
that a deal with the Regional Group of Independents was imminent.

Government formation was slow in 2016 (10 weeks) and even slower 
in 2020 (20 weeks). This time, things moved more quickly, as Fianna 
Fáil and Fine Gael coalesced with nine non-party TDs: seven from the 
Regional Group of Independents and the two Healy-Rae brothers. The 
coalition deal was announced and the Programme for Government 
published in mid-January; it was endorsed almost unanimously by 
votes within the two parties. The main point of controversy – and a 
line of attack for the opposition – was that Michael Lowry was a cen-
tral figure in the Regional Group of Independents. Lowry had been a 
Fine Gael communications and energy minister in the mid-1990s, and 
he was later shown by tribunals of inquiry to have received payments 
from businessmen in return for securing their interests, as well as hav-
ing evaded tax. Nonetheless, he had been consistently re-elected by his 
constituents.

On 22 January the Dáil met but could not elect a Taoiseach, as oppo-
sition parties protested the government’s proposal to give speaking rights 
to members of the Regional Group of Independents, effectively treating 
them as if they were members of the opposition. After talks on the matter, 
the Dáil reconvened the next day and Micheál Martin was elected Taoiseach 
by 95 votes to 76, and a second vote approved his government. The dis-
pute on speaking rights continued through February and March, delaying 
the establishment of parliamentary committees and culminating in a ver-
sion of the government’s proposal being approved and an opposition 
motion of no-confidence in the Ceann Comhairle, which was defeated.

In government, Fianna Fáil received eight of the fifteen senior minis-
terial positions (including the position of Taoiseach) and Fine Gael seven. 
Fianna Fáil’s leader would be rewarded for his party’s larger seat share  
by holding the office of Taoiseach for more than half of the legislative 
term – until November 2027 – before passing it to Fine Gael. There were 
only three women among the 15 senior ministers, down from four in 
previous cabinets.

The Regional Independents received four junior ministerial positions, 
two of which were ‘super-juniors’ who sit at Cabinet, and one of the two 
Healy-Rae brothers received a junior ministerial position. While the num-
ber of senior cabinet ministers is limited to fifteen, the number of junior 
ministers is not limited, and three more such positions were created, 
bringing the total to 23.
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One of the Taoiseach’s first tasks, in March, was to visit the White 
House for the annual St. Patrick’s Day celebration. After the humiliation 
of Volodymyr Zelenskiy two weeks earlier, and with Trump’s tariffs policy 
unfolding, this was a nervy encounter that made clear that Ireland’s lead-
ers would be walking a tightrope in their dealings with the Trump 
administration.

At home, government parties quickly ran into trouble in relation to 
claims they had made on housing before the election. Government min-
isters had claimed that housing output would reach 40,000 units by the 
end of 2024, citing a Deutsche Bank report. But the state-funded Economic 
and Social Research Institute and the Central Statistics Office estimated 
that output would be far less, and before the election campaign the gov-
ernment had been briefed by civil servants that it would fall well short; 
at the end of the year, it transpired to be just over 30,000.

Some new policy developments had their origins in the parties’ 
electoral strategies. The centre-right parties’ harder line on immigra-
tion was reflected in the Programme for Government and subsequent 
policies. Fine Gael had committed itself to a VAT reduction for the 
hospitality sector (specifically cafes and restaurants, including large 
chains), and the government followed through on this by conceding a 
3% reduction in VAT for these businesses in its first budget, consum-
ing a considerable amount of its fiscal room for manoeuvre. The 
replacement of the Greens in government with the Regional 
Independents was reflected in reduced ambition on the environment 
and increased funding for new roads.

Overall, however, the new government heralded continuity more than 
change, both in personnel and in policy. It was an instance of partial 
turnover where the senior party (or parties in this case) remained the 
same, and the junior partner changed. Past instances included the 
Progressive Democrats joining a Fianna Fáil government in 1989; Labour 
replacing the Progressive Democrats in 1992; the Greens joining the 
Fianna Fáil-Progressive Democrat coalition in 2007; and the Independent 
Alliance taking Labour’s place in coalition with Fine Gael in 2016. The 
fundamental change in the party system had taken place in 2020, when 
Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael entered coalition together, and faced a Sinn 
Féin-led opposition; with the formation of the government in 2025, the 
country entered its second iteration of this new pattern.

Note

	 1.	 For other recent articles in the ‘Elections in Context’ series, see Faas and 
Klingelhöfer (2026) and Russo (2026).
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