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Foreword: Future Scenarios for 
the Visegrad Group

The Visegrad Group (V4) has lately been in the European spot-
light. This once peripheral, regional alliance suddenly proved 
capable of single-cause impromptu mobilisation within the 
EU-framework. In times of the European “polycrisis”, when the 
EU community is facing a profound lack of consent which prin-
ciples it should follow, we want to examine how sustainable is 
this alliance and how can it a�ect the European Union. What 
future scenario for the V4 we would wish for?

The Visegrad Group was founded in 1991 by the Presidents 
of the Czechoslovak Republic, Poland, and the Prime Minister 
of Hungary. After Czechoslovakia’s disintegration in 1993, the 
Group grew to four countries, including the two independent 
states of the Czech Republic and Slovakia. The V4 stood for 
eliminating the communist bloc’s remnants in Central Europe, 
overcoming historic animosities and succeeding in social, polit-
ical, and economic transformation. Fostering European inte-
gration was an ultimate objective, as all four countries always 
believed in being part of the common European cultural, intel-
lectual and historical heritage. This goal was reached in 2004 
when they joined the European Union.

Today, the Visegrad group tries to play an active role in the 
European dialogue, however with di�erent consequences for 
European integration. Its initial Euro-enthusiasm seems to 
have weakened as the political situation in the region devel-
oped: right-wing conservative backlashes and rising populism 
noticeable in Western Europe are also re�ected in the V4 coun-
tries. When the massive in�ux of migrants to the EU exposed 
internal mismatches and the lack of a common approach, 
resulting in political crisis within the Union Community, the 
Visegrad Group opposed relocation quotas proposed by the 
European Commission and formulated the idea of “�exible 
solidarity”, suggesting a voluntary distribution mechanism. 
Simultaneously, in the debate on Brexit and its consequences, 
when facing anti-immigrant attitudes and the threat of cut-
ting social bene�ts of foreign workers in the United Kingdom, 
the V4 (whose many citizens live and work in the UK) took a 
strong stand on highlighting the social dimension of Euro-
pean integration. The next opportunity to test the integrity of 
the Group presents itself in the emerging debate on European 
labour policies, triggered by the initiative of Emmanuel Macron 
to reform the posted workers’ directive.

The internal dynamics of the Visegrad Group are �uctuat-
ing too. The Group is not even institutionalized in the sense of a 
formal administration, but it strives to embrace many contra-
dicting interests, which could successfully impair its internal 
cohesion: diverse attitudes towards Russia, cooling Polish-Ger-
man relations opening spaces for other bilateral dialogues, 
strong national-conservative narratives emerging in some coun-
tries, not shared by others. Even if the impression of the ‘trouble-
some’ V4 was strengthened by Poland and Hungary, the Czech 
and Slovak attitudes towards the EU are not alike. In particular, 
Slovakia has signi�cantly advanced integration with the EU by 
joining the Eurozone in 2009. Meanwhile, the centrist-populist 
Ano party has won the elections in Czechia. Now, the inner ambi-
ence of the V4 will most likely to change again.

In order to capture that diversity and provide fresh, crea-
tive insights, in autumn 2017 the Foundation for European Pro-
gressive Studies in cooperation with Das Progressive Zentrum 
launched a joint project on the future of the Visegrad Group 
in the European Union. The objective of this initiative was to 
examine internal developments within the V4 as well as sketch 
possible scenarios for its engagement at the European level. 
Additionally, spaces for developing a common agenda to fos-
ter European integration and progressive ideas were identi-
�ed. Thanks to the engagement of distinguished scholars and 
renowned political �gures from the region, this collection pre-
sents a more holistic, trans-regional re�ection on the Visegrad 
Group in the European context. The publication not only echoes 
the main threads of our analysis, but also presents forward-look-
ing conclusions met during the debates held in Berlin and Brus-
sels. We hope that it will help better understand the positions 
and interests of the four younger member states in question�–�for 
the bene�t of the whole European Community.

Dr.�Ania Skrzypek
Senior Research Fellow, Foundation  
for European Progressive Studies

Dr.�Maria Skóra
Senior Project Manager, Das Progressive Zentrum
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When Jean-Claude Juncker, the President of the European 
Commission, presented his State of the Union speech in front 
of the European Parliament in September 2017, the divisions 
between “East” and “West” of the Union, and the ways in 
which he would want to see them overcome, were one of 
the key themes of his address. In his “sixth scenario” for 
the future of Europe, Juncker spoke about a Union of equals 
“breathing with both lungs”, East and West, where there are 
no second-class citizens, no second-class workers and no sec-
ond-class consumers. This was not, however, what made the 
headlines in the Czech Republic. Instead, the Czech media 
focused on Juncker‘s line about the Czechs not deserving 
less cacao in their chocolate, the Slovaks not meriting less 
�sh in their �sh�ngers and the Hungarians less meat in their 
meals than their Western counterparts, echoing Central Euro-
pean (CEE) concerns about substandard quality of food in the 
region�1. In addition, the Czech commentators decried Junck-
er’s vision of an equal Union as an imposition of a nearly col-
lapsing currency, the euro, upon the sovereign Czech state 
and Czech koruna�2.

Although Juncker’s speech could be criticized for a num-
ber of reasons, the public reaction in the Czech Republic is 
emblematic for its relationship with both the EU and the 
V4. On the one hand, the Czechs have always feared that 
the EU’s decision-making processes are skewed in favour 
of Germany and other large member states. Over time, this 
feeling of vulnerability turned into a sort of an inferiority 
complex vis-à-vis their colleagues in the West despite being 
a medium-sized rather than a small member state, impact-
ing the Czech choices for Europe�3. Moreover, any attempt 
to reform and deepen the European integration has usu-
ally been seen with a suspicion of serving the interests of 
the others rather than the Czechs or the EU as a whole.

1	 Aha!: Šéf Evropské komise: �ech�m lepší �okoládu!, 14.09.2017, http://www.
ahaonline.cz/clanek/musite-vedet/138498/sef-evropske-komise-cechum-lepsi-
cokoladu.html (accessed on 20.09.2017)

2	 Vladimír Pikora, Návod od EU, jak vespolek zchudnout, Reflex, 14.09.2017, http://
www.reflex.cz/clanek/komentare/81893/ekonom-vladimir-pikora-navod-od-eu-
jak-vespolek-zchudnout.html (accessed on 20.09.2017)

3	 Tim Haughton, For Business, for Pleasure or for Necessity? The Czech Republic’s 
Choices for Europe, Europe-Asia Studies, 2009, Vol. 61, No. 8, 1371–1392.

On the other hand, the Czechs have been keen on empha-
sising their a�nity with other V4 countries either on minor 
issues of lower importance or as a kind of defensive alli-
ance against the other member states rather than a group-
ing which could positively in�uence further developments 
within the EU. As a result, instead of making the best out of 
the opportunity that the Commission wants to bridge the dif-
ferences between the East and West and avoid the V4 being 
pushed out of the “core” of the EU, the Czechs rejoiced over 
Juncker’s decision to encourage national regulators to bet-
ter check the quality of food which could have been done 
without any Brussels intervention.

This policy paper will therefore �rstly argue that the Czech 
perception of the EU has been formed by the Czechia’s per-
ceived rather than real weaknesses and by what the Czech 
politicians have been saying about the EU rather than by what 
the EU has actually been doing. Secondly, the authors suggest 
that instead of using the V4 as a force for putting forward 
constructive proposals where the EU should be headed, and 
therefore position the V4 countries as a source of positive 
collaboration, the Czechs (and the other V4 members) have 
been selectively using the V4 to protect themselves from 
alleged “attacks” by other member states and EU institu-
tions, creating a negative image of the V4 as incurable nay-
sayers among the rest of the EU. Thirdly, as much as the V4 
cooperation has been failing at the political level, this policy 
paper shows however that the V4 has in fact been a success-
ful platform for collaboration on technical low-key aspects 
and hence there is room for translating these achievements 
from low into high politics. Nonetheless, if this is not going 
to happen, the authors conclude that, for the Czechs, it would 
be more bene�cial to look for other formats of cooperation 
with di�erent groups of EU member states rather than stick-
ing to the V4 set-up as the only alternative.

The policy paper proceeds further in these steps. The �rst 
section summarises the basic political and economic character-
istics of the Czech Republic, while the second section focuses 
on a brief history of the V4 collaboration from the Czech per-
spective, including Czechia’s four V4 Presidencies and their 
priorities; it also details the most recent con�icts within V4 
and the Czech stance towards them. The third section outlines 

Tereza Novotná, Zuzana Stuchlíková

Czechia: From a V4-Enthusiast to 
a V4-Sceptic and Back Again
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public perception of the V4 and the EU in the eyes of Czech cit-
izens. To conclude, the policy paper compares and contrasts 
the Czech approach to the EU and the V4 and suggests other 
options as substitute possibilities for the V4 cooperation.

Basic Characteristics of the Czech Republic and 
the Role of the V4 in the Czech Politics
The Czech Republic is a European country with one of the 
most turbulent modern histories. In the past century, it went 
from one of the most prosperous interwar democracies to a 
hardline totalitarian regime within the Soviet bloc. Fifteen 
years after the Velvet Revolution of 1989, it joined the EU dur-
ing the “Big Bang enlargement” of 2004, managing a friendly 
dissolution of Czechoslovakia in the meantime. By almost 
all the indicators, the Czech Republic is an average European 
country. With the number of inhabitants slightly over 10 mil-
lion, it represents over 2% of the EU population and ranks 
eleventh among EU member states in terms of its size. With 
78.9 thousand square kilometers, Czechia is the EU’s �fteenth 
largest member state. Measured by GDP per capita, the Czech 
Republic can be found in the middle of the list: ahead of its 
regional partners but behind “old” members of the EU�4. In 
the V4 context, this is typical: Czechia has usually found itself 
above the V4 average, such as with low unemployment rates 
and economy that was fairly quickly transformed�5 but still 
playing catch up with its Western colleagues.

Nonetheless, despite relatively good economic results 
and a medium rather than small size, the Czech perception of 
its own position has often been one of weakness and vulner-
ability, particularly vis-à-vis its largest neighbour, Germany, 
with whom the Czechs share the longest part of their border 
and a tumultuous and at times controversial history�6. This, 
and its post-communist heritage, has been the main reason 
behind Czechia’s long-term support for regional cooperation, 
both in the late 1990s during the EU accession period and 
after its integration into the EU in 2004. In fact, population 
of the V4 combined is comparable to that of France which 
is viewed as giving the bloc a signi�cantly stronger voice 
than individual V4 countries, including the Czech Republic, 
would have otherwise�7.

The Czech government, and primarily its Ministry of For-
eign A�airs (MFA), is responsible for the making of Czech 

4	 European Commission: Living in the EU, https://europa.eu/european-union/
about-eu/figures/living_en#tab-2-5 (accessed on 9.09.2017)

5	 Jan Bo�ek, 25 let Visegrádu. Jsme Západu blí�?, Czech Radio, http://www.rozhlas.
cz/plus/dnesniplus/_zprava/1584261 (accessed on 9.09.2017), V. Dostál, Alleged 
Czech Discomfort, 19.12.2016, Visegrad Insight, http://visegradinsight.eu/alleged-
czech-discomfort/ (accessed on 9.09.2017)

6	 Tim Haughton, For Business, for Pleasure or for Necessity? The Czech Republic’s 
Choices for Europe, Europe-Asia Studies, 2009, Vol. 61, No. 8, 1371–1392; Vladimír 
Handl, The Visegrad countries and Germany in the Russia-Ukraine crisis: between 
Differentiation and Closeness, submitted to German Politics for publication.

7	 Jan Bo�ek, 25 let Visegrádu. Jsme Západu blí�?, Czech Radio, http://www.rozhlas.
cz/plus/dnesniplus/_zprava/1584261 (accessed on 9.09.2017)

foreign policy; the V4 cooperation is therefore in the hands 
of MFA with the help of the other sectoral ministries�8. How-
ever, although the Czech government has the main say in 
formulating and executing Czech foreign policy, all three 
Czech presidents have so far overstepped their constitutional 
role of a representative �gure and, for better or worse, their 
voices have been heard more loudly on various foreign pol-
icy issues, including the V4 cooperation.

On the positive side, the beginnings of V4 are closely 
linked with the late President Václav Havel. Havel believed 
that regional cooperation is crucial for strengthening the 
new democracies and a useful tool for convincing their West-
ern counterparts that the post-communist states are indeed 
able to participate in the European and transatlantic inte-
gration projects�9. On the other hand, Václav Klaus, the then-
prime minister and, later, second president, was one of the 
most vocal critics of Havel’s value-based approach. Apart 
from his long-standing personal rivalry with Havel, Klaus’s 
“Czech Thatcherite”�10 policies were based on his belief in the 
“invisible” power of a free market�11 and resulted in his scep-
ticism towards any form of cooperation that would pursue 
other than economic goals. During Klaus’s term of o�ce 
(1992-1998) as a prime minister, V4 cooperation (as much 
as EU membership in general) was far from being a priority 
for the Czech government. Instead, the Klaus government 
focused on creating the CEFTA, a Central European version 
of the Western EFTA, a loose economic cooperation project. 
Klaus also kept his distance to the V4 later throughout his 
presidential term (2003-13)�12. Even these days when Klaus’s 
views have further radicalised but might actually be converg-
ing on certain issues, such as migration, with the stances of 
some of the V4 leaders in Hungary and Poland, Klaus has not 
embarked on any closer collaboration with V4 politicians, 
preferring to engage with and campaign for the likeminded 
parties in Germany, namely the AfD�13.

8	 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic: Visegrádská spolupráce, 
http://www.mzv.cz/jnp/cz/zahranicni_vztahy/cr_v_evrope/visegrad/index.html 
(accessed 9.9.2017)

9	 Václav Havel, The Visegrad Dream Still Relevant Today, http://www.visegradgroup.
eu/the-visegrad-book/havel-vaclav-the (accessed on 9.09.2017)

10	 Sean Hanley, The new right in the new Europe? Unravelling the ideology of “Czech 
Thatcherism’’. Journal of Political Ideologies, Vol. 4, No. 2, 1999, pp. 163-89.

11	 There is nonetheless a debate whether this was only Klaus’s rhetoric to shore up 
votes since privatization of banks and large industries did not take place under 
his watch, but rather later, under the Social Democratic government of Miloš 
Zeman, see e.g. John A. Gould, The Politics of Privatization: Wealth and Power 
in Postcommunist Europe, 2011, Lynne Rienner Publishers.

12	 Pavel Šaradín, Visegrád, Klaus�v zásadní obrat, 12.11.2010, Referendum, http://
denikreferendum.cz/clanek/7242-visegrad-klausuv-zasadni-obrat (accessed on 
15.04.2014)

13	 AfD Saarland: Václav Klaus: Die AfD braucht besonders in diesem Moment 
die Einheit, https://afd.saarland/aktuelles/2017/07/vaclav-klaus-die-afd-
braucht-besonders-in-diesem-moment-die-einheit/ (accessed on 20.09.2017) 
and Die Welt: Tschechischer Ex-Präsident Klaus unterstützt AfD-Wahlkampf, 
https://www.welt.de/regionales/mecklenburg-vorpommern/article157790890/
Tschechischer-Ex-Praesident-Klaus-unterstuetzt-AfD-Wahlkampf.html (accessed 
on 20.09.2017)
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Although Miloš Zeman, the current Czech President, has 
had a much friendlier approach towards the V4 (and the EU) 
and, in fact, was happy to encourage the V4 cooperation to 
the country’s bene�t while he led the government that had 
negotiated the largest part of the acquis�14, the dichotomy 
between the government and president over who conducts 
Czech foreign policy has been clear since Zeman took on the 
presidential role in 2013. Since then, Zeman has deviated from 
the government’s line on foreign policy on numerous occa-
sions, leading to various clashes with Bohuslav Sobotka, the 
then Social Democratic prime minister. This split was espe-
cially profound after the Russian aggression in Ukraine and 
annexation of Crimea�15 when President Zeman expressed his 
strong sympathies for the Russian position, going against 
not only his own government but also against other V4 coun-
tries, Poland in particular�16.

History of the V4 Collaboration from 
the Czech Perspective
The creation of the V4 in 1991 was primarily a consequence of 
close ties among political elites at that time, the Pole Lech 
Walesa, the Czech Václav Havel and the Hungarian Joszef 
Antall, who knew one another well from their previous strug-
gles against the communist regimes�17. Their main objec-
tive was to overcome historical animosities among the CEE 
countries through a regional cooperation�18. However, as out-
lined above, during the early 1990s, particularly thanks to 
the Czech disengagement under Václav Klaus, the V4 group 
was not very active; it became relevant again once the CEE 
countries started their EU accession negotiations in 1998. The 
key idea was to cooperate in the pre-accession procedures, 
share progress and best practices and, to a certain extent, 
present itself as a group vis-à-vis the EU�19. Particularly Slo-
vakia bene�tted from the other V4 countries’ experience. 

14	 Tereza Novotná, Negotiating the Accession: How Germany Unified and the EU 
Enlarged, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan 2015.

15	 Mateusz Gniazdowski, Jakub Groszkowski, Andrzej Sadecki, A Visegrad 
cacophony over the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, O�rodek Studiów 
Wschodnich, https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2014-09-10/
a-visegrad-cacophony-over-conflict-between-russia-and-ukraine (accessed 
on 9.09.2017); DVTV: Zeman bránil p�ed velvyslanci Visegrád a post��oval si 
na NATO, 30.8.2017, https://video.aktualne.cz/zeman-branil-pred-ceskymi-
velvyslanci-visegrad-a-postezoval/r~03fb209c8d9b11e7bce3002590604f2e/ 
(accessed on 9.09.2017)

16	 Edward Lucas, Grappling with irrelevance, Politico, 4.03.2014, http://www.
politico.eu/article/grappling-with-irrelevance/ (accessed on 9.09.2017); 
Vladimír Handl, The Visegrad countries and Germany in the Russia-Ukraine 
crisis: between Differentiation and Closeness, submitted to German Politics 
for publication.

17	 Jan Bo�ek, 25 let Visegrádu. Jsme Západu blí�?, Czech Radio, http://www.rozhlas.
cz/plus/dnesniplus/_zprava/1584261 (accessed on 9.09.2017)

18	 Václav Havel, The Visegrad Dream Still Relevant Today, http://www.visegradgroup.
eu/the-visegrad-book/havel-vaclav-the (accessed on 9.09.2017); Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, Visegrádská spolupráce, http://www.
mzv.cz/jnp/cz/zahranicni_vztahy/cr_v_evrope/visegrad/index.html (accessed 
on 9.09.2017)

19	 Ibid.

After the Slovaks voted out the government under Vladimír 
Me�iar, the new pro-EU administration more or less copy 
and pasted the laws that the others, especially the Czechs, 
implemented within their national legislations in order to 
speed up the acquis harmonisation�20. The Czechs, in contrast, 
used the fact that the “Big Bang” enlargement was unlikely 
to happen without Poland and during the �nal Copenhagen 
summit insisted on getting comparable �nancial conditions 
that the Poles had achieved�21.

After all, four V4 countries became members of the EU in 
2004, the question about the role of V4 cooperation came 
about again. It soon became clear that a certain degree of 
coordination within the EU would be useful, especially in the 
European Parliament (EP) where the region would often share 
similar interests. However, voting patterns in the EP in the 
end were mostly split along party rather than regional lines 
and, in addition to a lacking experience and contacts within 
the EU, the V4 non-cooperation rather than collaboration was 
also re�ected in a poor representation in the high echelons 
of the EP�22 with the overall V4 position slightly improving in 
the current legislative period.

Until 2009 when an o�cial V4 group of heads of states 
and governments was established to meet before every Euro-
pean Council summit and to come up with a joint position�23, 
the V4 was barely functioning as an independent grouping at 
the highest EU level. This is mainly due to the fact that, apart 
from the International Visegrad Fund (IVF) that was estab-
lished in 2000 to promote educational, research and civil 
society partnerships among the V4, political cooperation has 
had no formal structures. As a result, it has depended more 
on personal ties among the actors and hence on ad-hoc will-
ingness to �nd a common ground among the V4 leaders.

Because of this lacking institutionalisation 
the V4 cooperation often ended up focusing 
either on low-level technical aspects or on a 
controversial topic.

Because of this lacking institutionalisation, as well as due 
to a number of topics where there was simply no consen-
sus, the V4 cooperation often ended up focusing either on 
low-level technical aspects, such as a Visegrad Patent Insti-
tute and the current issue of the quality of the foodstu�s, 

20	 See Milada Anna Vachudova, Europe Undivided. Democracy, Leverage and 
Integration after Communism, Oxford University Press, 2005.

21	 Tereza Novotná, Negotiating the Accession: How Germany Unified and the EU 
Enlarged, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan 2015, pp. 145-154.

22	 I. Voller Sczenci, The Visegrad Group in Brussels, 25 Years of the Visegrad 
Cooperation, In Focus, No. 1, Antall József Knowledge Centre, pp. 54-55.

23	 Ibid. Under Czech EU Presidency.
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or on a controversial topic that was able to unite all V4 
“against everyone else” as in the case of the refugee reloca-
tion scheme. So far at the political level, the V4 has therefore 
been unable to bring new ideas to the EU table despite hav-
ing common interests (e.g. support for international trade, 
strengthening of the European Defense and V4 Battlegroup) 
and experiences (e.g. tackling cyber security) that could be 
of an interest to other EU member states.

Objectives and Priorities of the Czech V4 
Presidencies after the 2004 EU Accession
Since the V4 countries joined the EU in 2004, the Czech 
Republic held the Presidency of the V4 Group four times: 
in 2003�/2004, 2007/2008, 2011�/2012 and, most recently, in 
2015�/2016. Each Presidency presents its programme which is 
then consensually adopted by all four V4 members�24. None-
theless, the presiding country sets the agenda.

Since the Czech Republic was the �rst country to hold the 
V4 Presidency after EU accession, its key objective was to 
work out a new rationale for the V4 cooperation�25. The impor-
tance of continuing the V4 cooperation was con�rmed by the 
Strategy of the Czech Republic’s Foreign Policy�26 for years 
2003-6. This Strategy was adopted by the government of 
Prime Minister Špidla who was in power when the EU acces-
sion negotiations were �nalised. Nevertheless, this govern-
mental document does not further specify any priority topics 
for the future of V4 which corresponds with the fact that the 
V4 cooperation has never been formalised and hence issues 
of concern were de�ned along the way, once they became 
feasible or pressing. The Czech priorities for the 2003�/2004 
V4 Presidency�27 therefore focused on broad but vague goals 
of de�ning the future objectives and tools of the V4 collab-
oration, including the activities of the IVF. At the political 
level, the only more tangible area included a mutual support 
for the accession to the Schengen area which was another 
milestone on the road to the EU’s full membership that all 
V4 countries needed to work on.

The second Czech V4 Presidency (2007/8) revolved around 
the idea of deepening the V4 cooperation at the general level 

24	 Michal Ko�an, Státy Visegrádské skupiny a Rakousko v �eské zahrani�ní politice, 
in �eská zahrani�ní politika v roce 2007, Michal Ko�an et al. (Praha: Ústav 
mezinárodních vztah�, 2008), pp. 115.

25	 The results of these discussions were embedded in two documents that were 
adopted in Czechia’s city of Krom��í� in 2004: “Declaration of Prime Ministers 
of the Czech Republic, the Republic of Hungary, the Republic of Poland and 
the Slovak Republic on cooperation of the Visegrád Group countries after 
their accession to the European Union” and “Guidelines on Future of Visegrad 
Cooperation”.

26	 Ministry of Forein Affairs of the Czech Republic, Koncepce �eské zahrani�ní 
politiky pro léta 2003-2006, http://www.mzv.cz/jnp/cz/zahranicni_vztahy/
vyrocni_zpravy_a_dokumenty/poskytnute_informace/koncepce_zahranicni_
politiky_ceske.html (accessed on 9.09.2017)

27	 Ministry of Forein Affairs of the Czech Republic, Programme of the Czech 
Republic’s V4 Presidency (July 2003 – June 2004), http://www.visegradgroup.
eu/documents/presidency-programs/2003-2004-czech-110412 (accessed on 
9.09.2017)

(e.g. via better coordination within the EU and development 
of a V4 communication strategy) and sectoral level (i.e. coop-
eration among ministries responsible for individual policies 
such as foreign policy, transport, culture, trade and industry, 
environment, education, �nance, social a�airs, regional pol-
icy, tourism, agriculture etc.)�28. Although lower technical level 
cooperation brought some successes, including through the 
IVF, political cooperation did not move forward much.

The third Czech V4 Presidency (2011�/12) was primarily 
spurred by two foreign policy challenges in the neighbour-
hood East and South of the EU that took place in the previ-
ous four years: the 2009 Ukrainian gas (and therefore energy) 
crisis and the 2011 Arab Spring. In addition, the Czechs also 
drew on their experience from their �rst EU Presidency in 
the former half of 2009�29. To some extent, the 2011�/2012 pro-
gramme�30 was Czechia’s �rst (and largely last) attempt to 
put a political �avour on usually bland technical presidency 
programmes. The Czechs therefore wanted the V4 to work 
closely on regional political priorities (the Eastern Partner-
ship which was launched during the 2009 Czech EU Presi-
dency, further enlargement towards the Western Balkans 
and energy security and infrastructure which was related to 
the Russian supplies via Ukraine), but also on wider foreign 
policy objectives, such as the Southern neighbourhood and 
strengthening of the transatlantic relations.

Given the creation of the European External Action Ser-
vice (EEAS), a new EU-level diplomatic service in 2010�/11, the 
Czechs proposed mutual support for institutional personal 
candidacies even though this e�ort has not materialised, 
leading to under-representation of CEE countries within 
the EEAS, particularly in the leading positions�31. Lastly, in 
addition to expanding the IVF to support V4 think tanks, 
the Czechs pushed for the creation of a Platform of Euro-
pean Memory and Conscience which was to be modelled on 
activities of the Czech Institute for the Study of Totalitarian 
Regimes, bringing together 55 public and private institutions 
from across the EU and the world to research, document and 
raise awareness about the totalitarian regimes of the 20th 
century�32, which is one of the most promising and concrete 
V4 projects �nanced through IVF.

28	 Ministry of Forein Affairs of the Czech Republic, Czech Presidency of the Visegrad 
Group (June 2007 – June 2008), http://www.visegradgroup.eu/documents/
presidency-programs/2007-2008-czech-110412 (accessed on 9.09.2017)

29	 Vít Benes, Jan Karlas, The Czech Presidency. JCMS: Journal of Common Market 
Studies, Vol. 48, pp. 69-80.

30	 Ministry of Forein Affairs of the Czech Republic, Innovative Visegrad, Programme 
of the Czech Presidency of the Visegrad Group 2011–2012, Official Webpage of the 
Visegrad Group, http://www.visegradgroup.eu/documents/presidencyprograms/
innovative-visegrad (accessed on 15.04.2014)

31	 Tereza Novotná, Who’s in Charge? Member States, Eu Institutions and the 
European External Action Service, ISPI Policy Brief No. 228, http://www.ispionline.
it/it/pubblicazione/whos-charge-member-states-eu-institutions-and-european-
external-action-service-11338%20 (accessed on 8.10.2014)

32	 See the Platform’s official website: https://www.memoryandconscience.eu/
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The latest Czech V4 Presidency (2015�/2016)�33 had, per-
haps a bit ironically, “V4 Trust” as its main motto. Although 
migration was not initially planned as one of its top priorities, 
the presidency coincided with the height of the refugee and 
migration crisis in Europe in the summer and autumn of 2015 
and migration quickly became the most urgent topic. Given 
its chairmanship, Czech leaders were responsible for negoti-
ating and formulating the bloc’s common V4 position on the 
issue�34. Although the rhetoric of the Czech government led 
by Sobotka has initially been less antagonistic than that of 
Hungary’s Viktor Orbán or Slovakia’s Robert Fico�35 (who was 
moreover facing the elections in March 2016) and the Czechs 
initially used a more nuanced language, public perception of 
the refugees and migrants were very similar in all V4 states 
throughout the crisis (and not too di�erent from those in 
the “new” Länder in the East of Germany). In the end, the 
Czechs led the V4 hardline approach to the temporary relo-
cation mechanism proposed by the European Commission, 
particularly disputing the “compulsory” rather than merely 

“voluntary” stipulations of it, even though they opted not 
to join Hungary and Slovakia in submitting their appeal to 
the Court of Justice of the EU against the mechanism�36.

On the one hand, this ultimate V4 opposition united all 
V4 countries around a single political theme in an unprec-
edented way which, as we observed before, had not hap-
pened before. As a result of sticking to the V4 position, 
the EU institutions and other EU member states have, for 
the �rst time, fully acknowledged the existence of the V4 
grouping (and its Czech V4 Presidency). Yet the V4’s stub-
born resistance towards the relocation scheme e�ectively 
created an image of V4 countries as perennial troublemak-
ers, with Czechia losing the “trust” (as highlighted in its 
presidency slogan) of other EU member states. Neverthe-
less, even in such a problematic environment, the Czech 
Republic managed to pursue some of its original V4 Pres-
idency priorities�37, including its emphasis on the Energy 
Union, Digital Agenda and combatting tax fraud and eva-
sion that were, in turn, appreciated by the others even if 
overshadowed by the migration issue.

33	 Ministry of Forein Affairs of the Czech Republic, Program �eského p�edsednictví 
ve Visegrádské skupin� v letech 2015-2016, https://www.vlada.cz/cz/evropske-
zalezitosti/predsednictvi_cr_v4/program-ceskeho-predsednictvi-ve-visegradske-
skupine-v-letech-2015-2016-132491/ (accessed on 9.09.2017)

34	 Vít Dostál, Alleged Czech Discomfort, Visegrad Insight, 19.12.2016, http://
visegradinsight.eu/alleged-czech-discomfort/ (accessed on 9.09.2017)

35	 Ibid.

36	 Nevertheless, the Czechs may end up before the CJEU in any case given the 
fact that Czechia (together with Hungary and Poland but without Slovakia) is 
subject to the infringement procedure launched by the European Commission 
for not complying with the temporary emergency relocation mechanism. See 
here: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-17-1607_en.htm

37	 Ministry of Forein Affairs of the Czech Republic, Program �eského p�edsednictví 
ve Visegrádské skupin� v letech 2015-2016, https://www.vlada.cz/cz/evropske-
zalezitosti/predsednictvi_cr_v4/program-ceskeho-predsednictvi-ve-visegradske-
skupine-v-letech-2015-2016-132491/ (accessed on 9.09.2017)

Most recently, political developments related to the rule 
of law in Poland and Hungary constitute a political challenge 
not only to the unity of the V4 group (and the EU), but also 
to the V4 policies of the Czech government. In this respect, 
the Czech line has been weak but consistent, i.e. to avoid any 
controversy at all costs. At worst, Czech politicians remain 
silent on issues such as the CEU and anti-NGO laws and judi-
cial shenanigans in the neighbouring countries. At best, the 
Czechs attempt to present themselves as a bridge between 
the real villains (Hungary and Poland) and the rest of the EU. 
Nonetheless, if there is a V4 country that has a chance to 
serve as a conduit between both sides, or even to be a part 
of the “core” rather than outer circle of the EU, it is Slovakia 
with its membership in the Eurozone and Prime Minister Fico 
who has already declared that he wants the Slovaks to be 
in. The Czech Sobotka-led government tried to quickly save 
what it could with its bid for an observer status within the 
Eurogroup�38. However, with far-reaching reform proposals by 
French President Macron and re-elected German Chancellor 
Merkel, this Czech e�ort might be too little and too late.

Moreover, as a result of the Czech general elections in the 
late-October 2017, the incoming Prime Minister Andrej Babiš, 
a controversial billionaire who has been accused of defrauding 
the EU funds as well as collaborating with the pre-1989 Czech-
oslovak secret police, is set to lead a minority government that 
will for its con�dence depend on two fringe parties, the Com-
munists and a far-right anti-Islam and anti-immigrant SPD 
party. Even though Babiš, in contrast to other V4 prime minis-
ters, has been considered much more of a pragmatist than an 
ideologue�39 and his ANO party has been a member of the EP’s 
ALDE liberal pro-federalist group, it is unlikely that he would 
advocate for more Czech solidarity in the migration question 
and will probably oppose the Czech Republic joining the Euro-
zone within his term of o�ce. Although we may only spec-
ulate at this point what the new government’s approach to 
the V4 cooperation will be, if the Czechs are forced to choose 
between rejecting the Polish and Hungarian stances or moving 
towards the others, they may actually shift closer to the side 
of the V4’s two “rogue states” rather than opting for the main-
stream as the Slovaks do, matching the Czech public opinion 
on migration and the EU as illustrated in the next section.

With V4, Against All? The Czechs’ Opinion 
about EU Membership and the V4
Although the Czech Republic (and other V4 states) have 
gained immensely from EU membership, public perception 
of the bene�ts of EU membership in the Czech Republic is 

38	 EU Observer: Czechs want observer status in Eurogroup meetings, https://
euobserver.com/tickers/138772 (accessed on 9.09.2017)

39	 Milan Ni�, Vít Dostál, Andrej Babiš is not Central Europe’s Game-Changer, 
DGAPstandpunkt No. 15, October 2017, https://dgap.org/en/article/
getFullPDF/30111 (accessed on 4.12.2017)
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at best lukewarm. Various public opinion polls from Euro-
barometer through independent foundations up to Czech 
pollsters show that the Czechs are the “nation of Euros-
ceptics”, often being more Eurosceptic than the Brits. For 
instance, in an FES study of the Czechs, Dutch, French, Ger-
mans, Italians, Slovaks, Spaniards and Swedes, the Czechs 
rank the lowest on questions related to EU membership: 
only 25�% of them (in contrast to 64�% of the Germans and 
52�% of the Slovaks) think that the advantages of EU mem-
bership outweigh the disadvantages which is in fact a jump 
by 12�% since 2015 when the �gure stood as low as 13�%�40. 
Similarly, the Prague’s Sociological Institute (CVVM) has 
inquired whether the Czechs personally agree with EU mem-
bership. In June 2017, about 56% of the Czechs de�nitely or 
rather approved EU membership which is a majority of pop-
ulation but still far below the endorsement by other V4 cit-
izens: 74% of the Slovaks, 82% of the Hungarians and 88% 
of the Poles�41.

Analyzing the full range of reasons for such disa�ection 
with EU membership in the Czech Republic would su�ce for 
a separate article, here su�ces to focus on issues related to 
the questions that were examined above. Firstly, the “com-
municative discourse”�42 between the Czech elites and the 
public has always been tainted by the legacy of Václav Klaus 
(and his original party) who not only advocated for the Brit-
ish Conservative-style economic policies but also pursued an 
ambivalent policy and rhetoric towards the EU�43. Secondly, 
as much as the Czechs complained about being ruled “from 
Moscow”, since the EU accession, they have grumbled about 
being run “from Brussels” (which is supposed to be con-
trolled by Berlin) without having any input into it. This mis-
giving is re�ected in another poll from summer 2017: 76% of 
the Czechs believe that they do not have any in�uence on 
decisions and actions taken by the EU�44. Thirdly, as much as 
in other EU member states, the Czechs have had a hard time 
understanding how the EU works and what direct pro�ts 
they receive. This is partly di�erent among the youth which 
welcomes freedom to study (63% of the Czech youth) and 
freedom to settle and work in another EU country (60%) but 
other advantages, such as money from structural funds, are 
much less appreciated (37%), in contrast to for instance the 

40	 Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung: What holds Europe together? The EU in the wake of 
Brexit – A representative eight-country study of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 
conducted by policy matters, 2017, p.6, 7, http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/
ipa/13506.pdf (accessed on 25.09.2017)

41	 CVVM SOU AV CR: Názory na EU v st�edoevropském srovnání – léto 2017, summer 
2017, pp. 1 https://cvvm.soc.cas.cz/media/com_form2content/documents/c2/
a4396/f9/pm170814.pdf (accessed on 30.09.2017)

42	 Vivien A. Schmidt, Discursive Institutionalism: The Explanatory Power of Ideas 
and Discourse, Annual Review of Political Science, no. 11 (2008), pp. 303-26.

43	 Tereza Novotná, The Eastern Enlargement of the EU: Czech and Slovak Experience, 
Journal of Comparative European Research, Vol. 3, No. 1, May 2007, pp. 51-63.

44	 CVVM SOU AV CR, Názory na EU v st�edoevropském srovnání – léto 2017, summer 
2017, pp. 2, https://cvvm.soc.cas.cz/media/com_form2content/documents/c2/
a4396/f9/pm170814.pdf (accessed on 30.09.2017)

Poles (58%)�45, probably because of various Czech corruption 
scandals and an inability to use the EU funding in full.

Even though the Czech Republic has been hit neither by 
the Eurozone crisis nor by any terrorist attack nor has expe-
rienced any in�ux of refugees and migrants through its bor-
ders (as Hungary did in 2015)�46, in the most recent period, 
the Czechs have been linking their opinions about the cri-
ses with their views on the EU: for 76% of the Czechs, refu-
gee policy should be the priority policy to be tackled most 
urgently by the EU (almost equally with the Slovaks at 75% 
but much higher than the Swedes with 54%, the Italians 
with 47% and the Germans at 30%)�47. In contrast to gener-
ally more positive views of the EU among younger genera-
tions, migration issues however create the same resentment 
across generations in the V4: 70% of young Czechs (and 75% 
of the Slovaks, 73% of the Poles and 72% of the Hungari-
ans) claim that their country should not accept any refugees 
at all�48. while 65% of the youth in Czechia, 73% in Slovakia, 
58% in Poland and 78% in Hungary�49 rather disagree with 
the proposition that migrants contribute to the economic 
growth and general prosperity in their country, clearly see-
ing free movement and solidarity as a one-way street.

The V4 youth starts linking the crises with 
their trust in the EU as such.

As discussed above, the refugee and migration crisis has 
brought the V4 cooperation closer together at the political 
level to the extent that has never taken place before; it has 
also seen the positions of the V4 publics converging. No 
matter our stance towards the e�ciency of the EU asylum 
system, the disturbing aspect nevertheless is that even the 
young people in the V4 countries who have much more per-
sonal experience with four freedoms reject any protection for 
the refugees and doubt any potential bene�ts that migrants 
could bring to European societies. Moreover, perhaps even 
more worryingly, even the V4 youth starts linking the crises 
with their trust in the EU as such. At the moment, it therefore 

45	 �ukasz Wenerski: EU Benefits according to Young People, Visegrad Insight, 2017, 
Vol. 10, No.1, pp. 86.

46	 Tim Haughton, Central and Eastern Europe: The Sacrifices of Solidarity, the 
Discomforts of Diversity, and the Vexations of Vulnerabilities. In Dinan, D., 
Nugent, N. and Paterson, W.E. (eds.) The European Union in Crisis (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan), 2017, pp. 253-68.

47	 Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung: What holds Europe together? The EU in the wake of 
Brexit – A representative eight-country study of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 
conducted by policy matters, 2017, p.11, http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/
ipa/13506.pdf (accessed on 25.09.2017)

48	 Bertelsmann Stiftung: Love it, leave it or change it? Junge Europäer in Mittel- und 
Osteuropa bekennen sich zur EU, sehen aber Notwendigkeit der Reformen, Policy 
Brief, February 2017, pp. 8, https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/fileadmin/files/
BSt/Publikationen/GrauePublikationen/EZ_flashlight_europe_2017_02_DT.pdf 
(accessed on 25.09.2017)

49	 Ibid., pp. 6.
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seems that as much as it happened with the Czech (and other 
V4) politicians, the V4 publics have also formed an informal 
alliance “Visegrad against all” which might prove to be the 
most di�cult factor to change in the future.

Conclusion: The Czech Republic and 
the Future of V4 Cooperation
The Czech relationship with its V4 neighbours has always 
been going through waves of passion and apathy, if not 
refutation. The Czechs started as V4-enthusiasts under 
Havel, then turned into V4-sceptics with Klaus in the 1990s 
and moved back to be avid V4-supporters in the last years. 
To some extent, the Czech-V4 connection matches the way 
in which Czech national leaders bond with the EU. Although 
there is only a minority of those who would advocate for a 
“Czexit” and even Klaus has clearly seen that for a country in 
the heart of Europe there was no alternative to EU member-
ship, the Czech EU discourse is often spiced with populist 
and Eurosceptic appeals�50, fueling the view that “those at 
the top” in Brussels decide “about us without us”.�51 This lack 
of interest and knowledge how the EU works among the 
Czech public is complemented by no real vision by Czech 
leaders of what they would like to accomplish within the 
EU and how these objectives could be achieved.

Similarly, in the V4 context, Czech politicians have 
always cherished the possibility of having a dialogue with 
other CEE countries. Nonetheless, they have primarily val-
ued the sheer existence of such collaboration: the Czech 
V4 priorities have never been very explicit nor easy to 
identify. For the most part, the V4 cooperation has there-
fore been minimal at the political level despite producing 
successful projects particularly through IVF which cur-
rently has an 8-million-euro budget�52, a large sum from 
the CEE perspective. It has therefore been a shame that, 
partly due to the Czech reluctance, the V4 countries have 
not been able to offer any significant positive agenda to 
other EU member states despite sharing similar views 
on issues ranging from international free trade through 
European defense and transatlantic relations up to cyber 
issues. A productive practical cooperation at the V4 level 
has not therefore transformed itself into unity at the 
political level – with the most recent exception of resist-
ance against the asylum seekers quota system. However, 
as shown above, using the V4 as a platform for confron-
tation rather than for making constructive proposals is

50	 For a distinction between “populism” and “populist appeals” as applied to the 
case of Slovakia, see K. Deegan-Krause and T. Haughton, Toward a More Useful 
Conceptualization of Populism: Types and Degrees of Populist Appeals in the 
Case of Slovakia, Politics & Policy, 2009, Volume 37, pp. 821-841.

51	 Tereza Novotná, The Eastern Enlargement of the EU: Czech and Slovak Experience, 
Journal of Comparative European Research, Vol. 3, No. 1, May 2007, pp. 51-63.

52	 Peter Dobrowiecki, Interview with Veronika Antall-Horvath, 25 Years of the 
Visegrad Cooperation, In Focus, No. 1, Antall József Knowledge Centre, pp. 48-49.

 Using the V4 as a platform for confrontation 
rather than for making constructive propos-
als is not the best way to portray itself as a 
trustworthy partner within the EU. 

not the best way to portray itself as a trustworthy partner 
within the EU and, in the long run, goes against the interest 
of the Czech Republic.

The Czech Sobotka’s government took some steps in 
changing its direction on V4 and supported the so-called 
Slavkov or Austerlitz cooperation between the Czech and 
Slovak Republics and Austria. In fact, during his �rst visit 
to Central Europe, French President Macron met with the 
Czechs and Slovaks rather than the full V4�53, albeit giving 
the name of “Austerlitz”, a slightly unfortunate Napoleonic 
connotation. Similarly, the Czechs opened a strategic dia-
logue with Germany in 2015�54 and, in June 2017, the Ben-
elux countries met with the entire V4�55, o�ering another 
potential alternative. Lastly, the Czechs can also look fur-
ther to the East and South of their borders where Slovenia 
could be a convenient ally or, as in the case of Macron’s 
visit, team up with Romania and/or Bulgaria. Particularly 
if Poland and Hungary continue to drift away from the EU 
mainstream due to their domestic situation, the Czechs 
would therefore be well advised to look for other forms of 
regional cooperation than clinging to the V4. As it was the 
case in the past, it is perhaps time that the Czechs turn 
into V4-sceptics yet again.•

53	 Financial Times: Emmanuel Macron wins eastern European support for EU 
labour reforms, 23.08.2017, https://www.ft.com/content/2e49fbcc-8817-11e7-
bf50-e1c239b45787 (accessed on 30.09.2017)

54	 Vít Dostál, Alleged Czech Discomfort, Visegrad Insight, 19.12.2016, http://
visegradinsight.eu/alleged-czech-discomfort/ (accessed on 9.09.2017)

55	 The Prague Daily Monitor: Visegrad Four-Benelux meeting was historic, 
PM Sobotka says, 20.06.2017, http://praguemonitor.com/2017/06/20/visegrad-
four-benelux-meeting-was-historic-pm-sobotka-says (accessed on 30.09.2017)
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Hungary: A Former Top Performer 
in the V4 is Falling Behind
It was in 1335 that King Charles I (also known as Charles Rob-
ert) of Hungary hosted a royal conference in Visegrád, to which 
he invited Casimir III the Great of Poland and the Czech King 
John of Bohemia. At the time, the Kingdom of Hungary was 
one of the leading economic powers in Europe and a rising 
political power in the region. In the nearly 700 years that have 
passed, Hungary was repeatedly robbed of its sovereignty and 
regained it over and over again; it has gone through cycles 
of economic collapse and resurgence; and it integrated into 
the western European economy only to be torn out of it again. 
During the period of state socialism following World War II, 
Hungary became a poster child of sorts for a di�erent type 
of socialism within the Communist bloc, in terms of both 
its economic and political development. After regime transi-
tion in 1989�/�1990, Hungary managed to hold on to its status 
as the model pupil within the central and eastern European 
region: It appeared to incorporate the fundamental pillars of 
European liberal democracy into its own political system at 
astonishing speed and it created a stable political environ-
ment while it remained comparatively advanced economi-
cally – in terms of GDP per capita as well. When on 15 Febru-
ary 1991 the countries that were then known as the Visegrad 
Three adopted the Visegrad Declaration – which was signed on 
behalf of Hungary by the conservative prime minister at the 
time, József Antall – it seemed unequivocally clear that the 

countries wished to fully rejoin the West, that is, the group 
of liberal democratic countries, as soon as possible. 

In the 2000s, however, the excessively rapid and elitist 
transition to a market economy and to liberal democracy, 
which often simply disregarded the country’s structural 
problems, coupled with a series of �awed economic poli-
cies and the growing social dissatisfaction that followed in 
the wake of these developments, ended up derailing Hun-
gary from what had previously seemed to be its preordained 
path. Following Hungary’s accession to the EU, economic 
growth stalled, domestic political con�icts intensi�ed, the 
government and the state weakened while political extrem-
ists gained in strength. By 2016, the result was that, among 
the four Visegrad countries, Hungary experienced the low-
est level of total GDP growth in the period since 1989, with 
only 40% growth, which is signi�cantly below the level 
observed in the Czech Republic (51�%), Slovakia (83%) and 
Poland (116�%). Consequently, Hungary has now dropped to 
last place in the region in terms of GDP per capita; GDP per 
capita in Hungary is 68% of the EU average, in Poland it is 
69%, in Slovakia it is 77�%, and in the Czech Republic it is 
85�%. Not since statistics about the size of the Hungarian 
and Polish economies have been measured has it happened 
that an average Polish citizen was better o� than his/her 
Hungarian counterpart. The situation is similar in terms of 
national debt and average salaries, although at the same 
time Hungary has the highest minimum wage after Poland. 

 
Population 
(millions)

GDP in 2016  
(EUR billions)

Real expenditure 
per capita in 2016 
(in PPS, in EUR) 

National debt in 
relation to the 
GDP in 2016

Employment rate 
in 2016  
(age group 20-64)

Human Development 
Index Rank

Hungary 9.9 112.4 19,500 74.1% 75% (including 
public workers)

43rd

Czech Republic 10.5 174.4 25,400 37.2% 76.7% 28th

Poland 38.5 424.3 20,100 54.3% 71% 36th

Slovakia 5.4 80.9 22,400 51.9% 72% 40th

Table 1, key �gures of V4 countries�1

1	 See: Eurostat, GDP and main components (output, expenditure and income), http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=namq_10_gdp&lang=en (accessed on 19.12.2017) 
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As a consequence of the derailed economic policies of the 
left-liberal parties that governed Hungary between 2006 and 
2009 and of the global �nancial crisis, Hungary was forced 
to take out an IMF-EU loan that required the government to 
introduce austerity measures, which further boosted pub-
lic dissatisfaction with market economy, democracy and the 
“West” (that is, the free market, the slow process of decision 
making, and the protection of minorities) in general. 

It was amidst this period marked by political and eco-
nomic uncertainty that the right-wing Fidesz party led by 
Viktor Orbán won the election of 2010. The prime minister, 
who has been in charge ever since, broke decisively with his 
predecessors’ understanding of democracy as well as their 
foreign policies. He not only sensed the society’s growing 
ambivalence towards western values (free market, capitalism, 
liberalism) and increasing wariness towards the ideals that 
had inspired the regime transition in Hungary, but increas-
ingly fostered such sentiments and fomented further unrest 
against the values that had served as the previous pillars of 
the political self-understanding of post-transition Hungary. 
Orbán scapegoated the institutions of the European Union 
and the IMF, along with liberal values, for the problems that 
Hungary was facing and proclaimed that the country would 
henceforth pursue a special Hungarian/central and eastern 
European model, in which the cooperation between Viseg-
rad countries would play a preeminent role. At the same 
time, however, Orbán, who is far more nationalistic, con-
frontational, authoritarian, ambitious and in some sense 
also more talented than his predecessors, put the country’s 
economic macro indicators in order, accelerated the use of 
EU funds and put the country back onto a growth path. 

Hungarian economic forecast

Indicators 2017 2018

GDP growth (%, yoy) 3.6 3.5

In�ation (%, yoy) 2.9 3.2

Unemployment (%) 4.1 3.9

Gross public debt (% of GDP) 72.6 71.2

Table 2, Hungarian economic forecast�2

Orbán dared and proved capable of implementing numer-
ous economic reforms that would have brought his predeces-
sors down. His rhetorical focus on nationalism and perceived 
enemies helped him distract the public’s attention from his 
basically neoliberal economic policies aimed particularly 
at bene�tting the upper middle class. While so doing, he 
also rendered obsolete – without saying so outright – the 
key values underlying the Visegrad Declaration, which had 
been adopted 20 years earlier. The opposition to dictatorial 

2	 See: European Commission, Economic forecast for Hungary, https://ec.europa.
eu/info/node/10158 (accessed on 19.12.2017)

aspirations, the strengthening of democracy, Euro-Atlantic 
integration, and economic growth based on a free market 
economy are outdated ideas now.

The Orbán model has grown in popularity throughout 
the region for several reasons. In these countries, with their 
mere few decades of democratic experience and a perva-
sive disenchantment with the post-transition period, where 
the middle-class is weak and unaccustomed to standing 
up to the powers that be, politicians have found it easy to 
incite the public against the “free market”, “liberal democ-
racy”, the “economic elites” or various social minorities. Pol-
iticians in the region began to imitate Orbán because they 
saw that it was easier to win elections and stay in power if 
they resorted to populist rhetoric, restricted political com-
petition and created enemies instead of making new eco-
nomic promises. 

Overall, after severe economic and political crises, Hun-
gary transformed itself from the westernised model pupil of 
the V4 region into a stable but by no means extraordinarily 
successful country economically, and a backward-oriented 
one politically, and it has positioned itself �rmly against dem-
ocratic values and social progress. The Orbán government, 
which has committed itself to a peculiar brand of central Euro-
pean values that diverges both from the western European 
and the eastern European social model, apparently wishes 
to remain a part of the European Union as it designs its own 
right-wing/illiberal model of development, which it seeks to 

“export” into the other countries of the Visegrad region. 

Hungary and the European Union: 
With You but Against You
In the 1990s and early 2000s, Hungary’s European integra-
tion was the most sought-after objective for the entire Hun-
garian political elite. EU accession and convergence with the 
West played a preeminent role especially in the communica-
tion of left-liberal governments. Correspondingly, the speed 
of accession talks accelerated at the time; Hungary joined 
the Schengen Zone, and among the 27 member states of the 
EU, Hungary was the �rst to ratify the Lisbon Treaty. Nev-
ertheless, following EU accession in 2004, the increasingly 
deteriorating economic situation rendered hopeless the 
prospect of Hungary joining the Eurozone as well, while at 
the same time it also led to a disillusionment in the Hun-
garian public concerning the EU. The overwhelming major-
ity of the Hungarian population had hoped that joining the 
European Union would lead to a convergence in their stand-
ards of living to the European average. Hungarians wanted 
to live like Austrians, but instead – for completely unre-
lated reasons – the country’s economic indicators plum-
meted within a few years of Hungary’s EU accession. There 
was a widespread perception that the West had failed Hun-
garians – as it had often done throughout history. Ever since 
2010, the Orbán government’s communication has both 



The Future of the Visegrad Group – Mapping the Interests within the V4� 15

echoed this sentiment and sought to spread it. The govern-
ment continuously conducts communication campaigns 
that try to convey the message that the EU institutions are 
hostile towards Hungary, that “Brussels” forces its will on 
the Hungarians, and that the European Union is in a deep 
crisis. Nevertheless, the government is also aware that Hun-
garians are sceptical towards the EU but de�nitely not hos-
tile to it. Hence, no member of the cabinet has ever publicly 
raised the idea of quitting the European Union. All the more 
so because EU subsidies provide one of the key engines of 
Hungarian economic growth. Even as it spends millions of 
euros on communication campaigns aimed at denigrating 
the European Union, in practice the Hungarian government 
complies with almost all EU economic requirements and is 
one of the most e�ective in terms of drawing on EU funds. 
Within a few years, Hungary has cut the budget de�cit, set 
public debt as a percentage of GDP on an improving trajec-
tory, and the government/governing parties’ representa-
tives in the European Council and the EP generally tend to 
vote in line with the expectations of the European People’s 
Party on all major issues. 

As an open economy that is heavily dependent on Ger-
man (automotive) investments and exports and imports, 
Hungary cannot a�ord to distance itself from the European 
Union. At the same time, however, the right-wing populist 
government wishes to sustain a general sentiment that the 
country is under continuous attack from the West (that is, 
from EU institutions or from liberal democracies such as the 
U.S.) and that Fidesz must defend Hungary from this attack. 
Consequently, whatever the demands of economic rational-
ity, anti-EU campaigns won’t stop any time soon. 

Moreover, the Orbán government’s criticisms of the EU 
reached a new level when the refugee crisis began in 2015. 
At the time, Fidesz’s popularity was at a long-time low, and 
the government identi�ed the mass appearance of refugees 
in Europe as a chance to boost its battered popularity. Fidesz 
began to agitate against refugees early in the year, when the 
refugee numbers were still relatively low compared to their 
peak later in the year. Subsequently, it cast itself as Europe’s 
defender, a political formation that would protect the Euro-
pean Union from terrorist immigrants and Islamisation. A 
symbolic element of this policy was the fence built at the 
Schengen border between Hungary and Serbia. The refu-
gee crisis was the �rst major European issue on which the 
Orbán government opposed the European Union’s – and pri-
marily Germany’s – policies not only rhetorically but also in 
action. As we noted, previously the Hungarian government 
had combined an anti-EU rhetoric with decidedly pro-Euro-
pean actions, a position that distinctly set it apart from the 
Szyd�o government in Poland. 

The Orbán government construes the refugee question (as 
well) as an issue of Hungarian sovereignty: they argue that no one 
can tell Hungarians whom they must admit into their country. 

Despite the e�orts of the governing Fidesz 
and Jobbik, the overwhelming majority of 
Hungarians want Hungary to remain a mem-
ber of the European Union. 

Orbán’s vision of Europe is in any case a lot closer to a Europe 
of Nations framework. Such an EU would not have suprana-
tional institutions and would essentially operate as a free 
market of sorts, but would nevertheless have a common army 
and, of course, tons of subsidies for Hungary. Over the past 
three years, this position has emerged as a central tenet in 
the party’s identity, and as a result the con�icts with Ger-
many and EU institutions are likely to become more intense 
in the near future. If the EU were to take further steps to shift 
the issue of refugee quota – or the admission of refugees and 
immigration in general – into the realm of common policy, 
then it is easy to imagine that Orbán will further distance 
Hungary from the EU, and deliberately take his country to 
the periphery of the community. 

The country of pro-European people 
and Eurosceptic government
In a country in which nearly two-thirds of likely voters opt for 
staunchly EU-sceptic parties, one would expect that a signi�-
cant share of the population eagerly awaits Hungary’s depar-
ture from the European Union. However, despite the compet-
ing e�orts of the governing Fidesz and the largest opposition 
party, Jobbik, to criticise the EU as vehemently as possible, 
the overwhelming majority of Hungarians, roughly three-
fourths, want Hungary to remain a member of the European 
Union. Few trends are more illustrative of the complexity of 
the current political situation in Hungary than this.

Despite the euro crisis, the economic crisis, the refugee 
crisis and increasing terrorism, and despite the relentless 
campaigns of the right-wing parties to keep these issues on 
the public agenda, a vast majority of voters continue to take 
a positive or, at worst, a neutral view of the EU. According to a 
Eurobarometer survey, an equally large group of respondents 
took a positive or neutral view of the EU (40% each), while 
only every �fth Hungarian has a negative opinion about the 
European Union. Thus, Hungary is one of the most pro-EU 
countries in the European Union�3.

A New Right-Wing Identity for the V4
Up until 2010, institutional relations between Hungary and 
the other members of the Visegrad Group were seen as being 

3	 Tamás Boros, The Country of Pro-European People and Eurosceptic Government, 
Das Progressive Zentrum, 26.09.2016, http://www.progressives-zentrum.
org/hungary-the-country-of-the-pro-european-people-and-a-eurosceptic-
government/ (accessed on 19.12.2017)
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of marginal importance for Hungarian foreign policy. Soon 
after taking power in 2010, the Orbán government sought 
to tighten this loose cooperation between the Visegrad 
states, but the real shift in their relations only began after 
2015. By this time, the cooperation between the four coun-
tries was helped by the fact that right-wing populist par-
ties had ascended to power as either the leading parties in 
government or at least as junior coalition partners in their 
respective ruling coalitions. The issue of immigration and 
refugees, and the opposition to admitting refugees/immi-
grants, emerged as the �rst issue on which these countries 
took a uni�ed stance against the mainstream position in 
the EU, thereby demonstrating that there are some Euro-
pean issues on which they are capable of cooperation and 
of coordinating their policies. As a part of this emerging 
cooperation, they fought for strengthening the external bor-
ders of the Schengen Area and for rejecting mandatory refu-
gee quotas within the EU�4. This joint policy of the Visegrad 
states, which stands in marked opposition to the EU’s o�-
cial line, is especially important in terms of the cooperation 
within the V4 because there is currently no other topic on 
the EU agenda where the Visegrad countries demonstrate 
such uni�ed and combative resolve. For the Orbán govern-
ment, the joint “alternative” refugee policy adopted by the 
Visegrad Four was a major success on two grounds. For one, 
it allowed Orbán to spread his anti-Merkel/anti-Willkommen-
skultur policies beyond Hungary, while it also allowed him 
to keep the migrant issue, which has given the governing a 
party a massive boost in popularity, on the political agenda. 
At the same time, the revival and resurgence of the V4 made 
it possible for Viktor Orbán to break out of the diplomatic 
isolation in which he had been held by the vast majority of 
EU member states in recent years. Orbán wants the V4 to 
�ll a unique role: it is meant to serve as a counterweight to 
the western European states; to shift the European Union’s 
powers towards intergovernmental decision-making mech-
anisms; to put a full stop to immigration from the Muslim 
world; and to keep the level of structural and cohesion funds 
high�5. Instead of more Europe, Orbán seeks the assistance of 
the other V4 states in working towards a strong Europe made 
up of stronger nations.

This is also manifest in Hungary’s agenda for the rotat-
ing presidency of the V4 in 2017. The agenda openly stresses 
that the Hungarian presidency wishes to strengthen the 
role of member states within the Union; that instead of more 
Europe we should focus on creating a better and stronger 
Europe; and the EU should respect national and regional 

4	 Tamás Boros, Ernst Stetter (ed.), Good Neighbourliness?, Policy Solutions-
FEPS, 2017, http://www.policysolutions.hu/userfiles/elemzes/271/good_
neighboorliness_all_web.pdf (accessed on 19.12.2017)

5	 See: The Visegrad Group official website, Programme of the Hungarian Presidency 
of the Visegrad Group 2017/2018, http://www.visegradgroup.eu/documents/
presidency-programs/hungarian-v4-presidency 

diversity. Correspondingly, the Hungarian presidency would 
strengthen the role of the European Council against the Euro-
pean Commission and the EP, and to submit more decisions 
in the EU to consensus requirements. Still, there are some 
areas where the Hungarian V4 presidency is not pushing 
for further disintegration. Among these are the single com-
mon market and common defence policies. The Hungarian 
government is also pro-integration with respect to allowing 
the EU accession of potential Balkan member states, which 
is logical considering Hungary’s interest in protecting the 
Hungarian minority in Serbia and in promoting trade ties 
between the two countries. 

Though the V4 states appear uni�ed, in re-
ality their motivations di�er substantially 
when it comes to numerous key issues.

Though the V4 states appear uni�ed on refugee poli-
cies, regional subsidies and the strengthening of the role of 
nation-states, and have at the same time also apparently 
increased their in�uence on EU decision-making, in real-
ity their motivations di�er substantially when it comes to 
numerous key issues. Among these issues are their relations 
to Russia and Germany, respectively. The Hungarian govern-
ment is characterised by increasing cosiness with Russia, 
while Poland – for historical reasons – has been traditionally 
critical of Moscow. At the same time, however, these two V4 
countries are on the same page when it comes to their criti-
cal stance towards Germany, since their populist, anti-West-
ern and illiberal policies are directed against the EU’s most 
important western power. The Czech Republic and Slovakia, 
however, employ a far more restrained rhetoric towards Ger-
many and the European Union – even though the populists 
are on the rise in these countries, too – and these govern-
ments have also not evinced the strong interest in illiberal 
democracy that their Polish and Hungarians counterparts 
continue to display. 

A further internal dividing line is that while Slovakia has 
joined the Eurozone, the other three countries have retained 
their national currencies and do not appear keen on intro-
ducing the common European currency any time soon. This 
will also make it more di�cult for them to coordinate their 
economic and �scal policies. Moreover, international com-
petitiveness in these countries rests primarily on cheap and 
skilled labour, and the introduction of the Euro would lead 
to a sharp increase in labour costs. Thus, even Poland, which 
is in a more stable position economically, seeks to delay the 
Euro accession date as far as possible�6. 

6	 See: Máté Csicsai: Kihívásokkal teli egymásrautaltság, Kitekint�.hu, 29.04.2014, 
http://kitekinto.hu/europa/2014/04/29/kihivasokkal_teli_egymasrautaltsag
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The V4 in the opinion polls
Although for the Hungarian government the Visegrad Group 
is of pre-eminent importance, the overwhelming majority of 
Hungarian citizens are not even aware of this cooperation 
between the central and eastern European states. Based on 
a 2015 public opinion poll by the Hungarian public opinion 
research company Tárki, only 26% of the population said that 
they are aware that the Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary and 
Slovakia form a community called the “Visegrad Group”. This 
is higher than the 17% who indicated the same in in Poland, 
but it is lower than the corresponding �gure of 37% in the 
Czech Republic or 54% in Slovakia. Though no one, neither in 
the general public nor among the political parties, opposes 
the V4 cooperation, only 40% see the cooperation as useful. 
The survey in question was conducted before the refugee cri-
sis, and it is hence no surprise that the majority of Hungari-
ans (who are aware of the Visegrad Group) primarily see the 
importance of the V4 in terms of its impact on the economy 
and trade (53%), while only few respondents believed that 
cultural cooperation is important (22%). 

Poles had the most favourable view of Hungarians among 
the citizens of the three other Visegrad states, both with 
regard to the cooperation of their country with Hungary 
and in terms of their assessment of the level of democracy 
in Hungary. A very high percentage of Hungarians (58%) 
evinced trust in the Poles, while their levels of trust in Slo-
vaks and Czechs was also not low (40%). 

Interestingly, this feeling is not fully reciprocated in the 
other Visegrad states. Hungarians were least popular among 
respondents in all of the other three V4 countries. Still, in the 
case of Poland, sympathies for Hungarians were very high 
at 61%, but among Slovaks it was low at 30%, and among 
Czechs it was only slightly higher at 37%.

At same time, Hungarians have very limited relations 
with the other countries: Only 31% have ever visited Slova-
kia, 21% have been to the Czech Republic and 18% to Poland. 
This limited interaction with the other V4 countries can also 
be explained by the distinct nature of the Hungarian lan-
guage, which separates Hungarians from the Slavic speak-
ers in the other countries of the V4, as well as the fact that 
Hungarians do not travel abroad much because of their low 
levels of income�7.

Conclusions: From V4 to V2?
Overall, under the leadership of Viktor Orbán, a process has 
begun during the last few years that would give the V4 a 
new, right-wing identity. In fact, it seeks to push the entire 
European Union in a more right-wing – to wit, more nation-
alistic and anti-federalist – direction; it would regard cheap 

7	 Source: Olga Gyárfášová, Grigorij Mese�nikov, G The 25 Years of the V4 As Seen by 
the Public, Institute for Public Affairs, Bratislava, 2016, http://www.visegradgroup.
eu/documents/essays-articles/25-years-of-the-v4-as

labour and a free single market as the pillar of economic 
development; while it would increase military expenditures 
and prevent the EU from accepting refugees. This new iden-
tity has undeniably rendered the V4 more visible in interna-
tional politics. Nevertheless, the future of a politics based on 
swimming against the mainstream in the EU is highly ques-
tionable, especially since there are increasing signs that the 
Czech Republic and Slovakia would prefer the so-called core 
Europe to sticking with the Polish-Hungarian duo. If that 
turns out to be the case, then within a year or two the V4 
will become more of a theory than a reality, and in practice 
this right-wing-populist line will be followed only by a “V2”, 
that is Orbán and Kaczy�ski. 

Overall, under the leadership of Viktor Orbán, 
a process has begun that would give the V4 
a new, right-wing identity. 

All in all, Orbán has touted the V4 cooperation as the 
most promising prospect for the success of Hungarian for-
eign policy. He argues that under his leadership, the east-
ern European states can form a united bloc against western 
encroachment on their autonomy. And while that may be 
far-fetched given the weak institutional underpinnings of 
the V4, the refugee issue has indeed created a heretofore-un-
seen unity among these countries. Nevertheless, this unity 
remains fragile and is mainly held together by the wide-
spread xenophobia in the region. And while the Fidesz model 
of creeping authoritarianism probably appeals to many pol-
iticians in the region, most of them will probably not risk 
alienating Germany, France and other important western 
players (and de facto donors) over the right to suppress the 
opposition. Orbán keeps pushing the V4 issue, but there is 
no depth yet to the underlying relationships, it is purely a 
cooperation based on intersecting interests, most impor-
tantly on the refugee question. It is up to the EU and the 
European progressive parties to o�er an alternative that will 
highlight the di�erences in the social, economic and political 
visions of the governments of the eastern European mem-
ber states rather than hardening their joint rejection of the 
dominant EU paradigm.•
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Introduction
It’s already been two years that the conservative Law and 
Justice (PiS) government came to power in Poland, taking 
the country step by step away from the mainstream of the 
European integration. Its domestic policy is strongly criti-
cized abroad, including running European Commission’s pro-
cedure against undermining democratic principles in Poland. 
With �at rejection of the refugee quotas and ideas of giving 
more power back to national states, the Polish government 
seems to stand alone in the EU.

Key Interests and Positioning of the 
Country within the European Union 
The o�cial European narrative by the ruling party, Law and Jus-
tice (PiS), that holds the majority in the Polish parliament, has 
been largely shaped by domestic considerations. It is, �rst and 
foremost, a backlash against criticism coming from the EU as 
a response to the government’s attempts to dismantle demo-
cratic checks and balances, exempli�ed by neutralising the Con-
stitutional Tribunal. Furthermore, the government’s policy on 
Europe does not create consistent visions of reforming the EU 
and Poland’s role in Europe. The two biggest opposition par-
ties: Civic Platform (PO) and Nowoczesna are clearly pro-Euro-
pean and pro-democratic. At the same time, they do not have 
any power to change the political situation at the moment, as 
the PiS party controls both chambers of the parliament and can 
count on the president, backing almost all their bills. The next 
national elections planned in 2019 are not expected to bring 
any big changes, as in the polls the Law and Justice gets even 
more than 40% (November 2017 – 43%), whereas Civic Platform 
– 19%, Kukiz’15 – 11%, liberal Nowoczesna – 9%, the social demo-
crats (SLD) – 6%, Peasant Party (PSL) – 5% and the new left party 
RAZEM – 4%�1. The opposition is, furthermore, weak and divided.

In the recent months the attacks of PiS government on the 
judiciary were criticized by the Venice Commission, the Coun-
cil of Europe and the European Commission – (which issued 
its recommendations, largely ignored by the government) – as 
well as various other international organizations. The situation 

1	 See: election poll from 27 November 2017: http://www.parlamentarny.pl/sondaze/
sondaz-zjednoczona-opozycja-nie-ma-szans-w-starciu-z-pis,236.html 

in Poland was also a subject of debates in the European Parlia-
ment. In summer further steps were taken to the rule-of-law 
procedure against Poland. After judiciary reforms were voted in 
the Polish parliament, EU commissioners decided to launch the 
“infringement procedure” for violating European Union law (this 
infringement however does not a�ect the ongoing rule-of-law 
dialogue with Poland, launched by the Commission in January 
2016)�2. Polish answers to the Commission’s concerns were not 
assessed as satisfactory and as a result in September the Euro-
pean Commission “maintained its position that the Polish Law 
is incompatible with EU law because by introducing a di�erent 
retirement age for female judges (60 years) and male judges (65 
years), it discriminates against individuals on the basis of gen-
der”�3. In June 2017, the European Commission launched infringe-
ment procedures against Poland for non-compliance with its 
obligations under the 2015 Council Decisions on the relocation 
of refugees. Earlier this year, the Commission sued Poland also 
at the European Court of Justice (ECJ) over logging in the Bia�ow-
ie�a forest, a Unesco World Heritage site. In summer, the court 
ordered Poland to immediately halt the logging, but its decision 
has not yet been implemented by the Polish government.

All these open struggles with Brussels 
in�uence the Polish public debates to the 
extent that for the �rst time in over two 
decades, the EU is presented as a threat, not 
as an opportunity.

Still, Polish public support for the EU membership remains 
relatively strong. Despite the lack of a common Polish narra-
tive on the desired future of Europe, withdrawal from the EU 
(so-called “Polexit”) is still considered one of the untouchable 

2	 European Commission, Press release. Independence of the judiciary: European 
Commission takes second step in infringement procedure against Poland, 
12.09.2017, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-17-3186_en.htm (accessed 
on 15.09.2017)

3	 Ibid.
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topics in public discourse. Over the last decade, the support 
for European integration has never dropped below 70% in 
national polls, reaching a peak of 89% in 2014�4 and dropping 
only slightly to 88% in April 2017. At the same time, only three 
percent of Poles supported a hypothetical withdrawal from 
the EU, whereas 41% were for deepening integration and 32% 
wanted to maintain the status quo�5. In some other polls, the 
support for “Polexit” is 8-10%. Poles believe that the EU mem-
bership is good for them due to the free movement of work-
ers, the availability of external funds, strengthened security as 
well as Poland’s stronger role in Europe�6. However, the availa-
ble empirical data show that the majority of citizens oppose 
certain crucial aspects of Poland’s membership, such as ref-
ugee quotas or the adoption of the euro. Very low turnouts in 
the European elections over the years (2004 – 20,87%; 2009 
– 24,53%; 2014 – 23,83%)��7 also show, that pro-European atti-
tudes do not turn into concrete activities.

The most recent polls have shown that the vast majority 
of Poles (72%) are against adopting the euro, as the com-
mon currency is associated with the EU’s economic prob-
lems and higher prices. The topic hardly exists in the Polish 
public discourse, is a non-issue for the Law and Justice gov-
ernment�8, nor is it stressed in the policy documents of the 
biggest opposition party, Civic Platform, even if its leaders 
support joining the Eurozone. Both parties know that intro-
ducing the euro will meet with strong objections among 
society and therefore they avoid this question. Only the 
Nowoczesna party claims entering the Eurozone is inevi-
table and that one should take serious steps towards this 
move. At the same time, the party admits it can only hap-
pen when the PiS government loses power.

For Poland to stay outside the Eurozone is currently even 
more dangerous than it used to be. Due to Brexit, Poland loses 
a strategic partner in this �eld, since the UK was the only 
large non-euro state in the EU. Furthermore, speeding up the 
talks about reforming European Union (which are expected 
after the German election), will be another challenge in this 
respect. For Poland, which remains outside the Eurozone, any 
visions of a multi-speed Europe pose a threat because they 
can lead to marginalization of the non-euro states. While 
these threats are recognized by both the government and 
the opposition as well as constitute one of the few unifying 
factors in the Polish narrative, ideas how to respond to this 

4	 Barbara Badora, Wybory do Parlamentu Europejskiego, Komunikat z bada� 40, 
Centre for Public Opinion Research, Warsaw 2014.

5	 Beata Roguska, Jakiej Unii chc� Polacy?, Komunikat z bada� 50, Centre for Public 
Opinion Research, Warsaw 2017.

6	 Beata Roguska, 10 lat cz�onkostwa Polski w Unii Europejskiej, Komunikat z bada� 
52, Centre for Public Opinion Research, Warsaw 2015.

7	 See: European Parliament, Election Results 2014, http://www.europarl.europa.
eu/elections2014-results/pl/turnout.html 

8	 There is also no campaign planned. In 2017, the Office of the Government 
Plenipotentiary for introducing the euro and the Office of Polish Integration 
with the Eurozone in the National Bank were closed.

challenge are di�erent. The ruling party has called for open-
ing of the Treaties to revise EU’s institutional framework, 
for instance by strengthening the national parliaments and 
weakening the European Commission. On the contrary, the 
opposition and many experts claim that the only solution 
for Poland is stronger integration.

Polish Key National Interests in Di�erent 
Policy Areas at the EU Level and the 
Coherence with Other V4 States
The main problem for the Polish government in the upcoming 
Brexit negotiations was the status of the EU citizens in the 
UK. Since 2004 many young, well-educated Poles have left 
the country and have been living in the British Isles. Includ-
ing the children born to Polish parents, there are approxi-
mately one million Poles living in the UK; making them the 
largest group of EU citizens living in Britain. Their rights after 
Brexit are not only a major issue, but also a test for the Pol-
ish diplomacy, still calling the UK an important and close 
ally. Similar challenges concerning their citizens are faced by 
other EU states, like Slovakia, Romania and the Baltic coun-
tries. They have also experienced signi�cant emigration of 
their citizens to the UK. Of all V4 states the Czech Republic 
is less involved, as the number of Czech citizens per capita 
who emigrated to the UK is not especially high (for Poland 
– 24,1 per mill Slovakia – 17,2 per mill, Hungary – 8,3 per mill 
and Czech Republic – 4,2 per mill)��9. By underling one voice 
with the European Commission, the PiS government joined 
the assessment that these questions hat to be negotiated 
together by all 27 member states in order to reach a satisfy-
ing solution. The reached agreement between the European 
Commission and United Kingdom in this matter is satisfy-
ing for Poland.

Brexit, furthermore, in�uences another important sphere 
of the Polish interests in the European Union, namely the 
upcoming budget negotiations and the future division of 
the structural funds. Poland is the biggest recipient of EU 
funds (82.5 billion euros for the years 2014-2020), with quite 
good absorption quotas. European infrastructure programs 
are in particular appreciated by the society. That makes the 
future of structural funds – as well as agricultural support 
for farmers (23.5 billion euros for the years 2015-2020) – an 
important challenge for the upcoming multiannual �nan-
cial framework negotiations. Even more so, as one of the lat-
est proposals of the European Commission suggests cutting 
funds to the countries that violate the commonly accepted 
rule of law. In the negotiations, one can expect Warsaw to 

9	 Office for National Statistics, Population of the United Kingdom by Country of 
Birth and Nationality, https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/
populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/; Eurostat, Population 
of the united kingdom by country of birth and nationality, Population on 
1 January – author’s calculations, http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do? 
(accessed on 15.09.2017)
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launch �erce �ght over continuation of the current regional 
and agricultural policy (and generous funds �owing into 
Poland). Konrad Szyma�ski, the secretary of state responsible 
for European policy, has already warned that Warsaw is ready 
to block decisions foreseeing any budget that cuts funds for 
Poland. At the same time, if the Polish government keeps on 
weakening democracy at home, opposes further integration 
and does not show any signs of solidarity in migration policy, 
its options for obtaining support among potential partners 
could be limited. The success from the last MFF’s negotia-
tions when Poland managed to bring together 15 states in the 
so-called “friends of cohesion” coalition – countries whose 
aim was to preserve the signi�cance of structural funds – will 
rather not be repeated. Warsaw, with its anti-European rhet-
oric, is less and less perceived as a trustworthy and desired 
partner by other capitals.

Another area where Poland rejects the European Commis-
sion’s proposals is the posted workers directive. Poland is 
especially vocal on this issue, as such contracts are favoured 
by the Polish companies (nearly half of them in the whole 
EU-28 account to Polish business). According to some esti-
mates, around 400,000 Poles zwill lose their jobs under this 
directive. If one also adds people coordinating posted worker 
services working in Poland, the number can rise even up to 
800,000�10. Until late spring 2017 both in Poland and in the 
other Visegrad states a strong conviction could be heard that 
this issue will unite the V4. The French president’s tour last 
summer across many countries in Central Europe, except 
Poland, has proven that here also the Visegrad Group does 
not speak one voice. Macron won the backing of Slovakia 
and the Czech Republic, scoring a symbolic victory over the 
Eurosceptic governments of Poland and Hungary, which 
oppose the reform.

Migration policy remains the heaviest �eld of con�ict, par-
ticularly the compulsory refugee relocation scheme that War-
saw so loudly rejects. Until now Poland, alike Hungary, has 
not relocated a single person. Instead, Poland has lobbied for 
increased assistance for refugees in their countries of origin 
and supports the idea of treating the root causes of the “ref-
ugee crisis”. The previous government of Civic Platform had 
agreed to admit approximately 7,000 people, although know-
ing it would be a controversial decision. As it happened, the 
Law and Justice party warned at the peak of the election cam-
paign that Poland was in severe danger of a massive in�ow 
of Muslim immigrants, and that only the PiS party was able 
to prevent it. Jaros�aw Kaczy�ski incited fear using tabloid 
arguments that migrants would bring “all sorts of parasites 
and protozoa, which […] while not dangerous in the organ-
isms of these people, could be dangerous here.” At the same 

10	 �ukasz Osi�ski, Eksperci podzieleni ws. projektu unijnej dyrektywy 
o pracownikach delegowanych, Onet.pl, 9.12.2016, https://m.onet.pl/biznes/
kraj,hyme19 (accessed on 15.09.2017)

time, the other parties (including the left-wing ones) avoided 
taking a clear position in the defense of accepting refugees 
into Poland�11. This approach has not changed during subse-
quent months, with the current leader of the main opposi-
tion party, Grzegorz Schetyna (PO), claiming in May 2017 that 
Poland should be against accepting refugees�12. A few days 
later, however, he changed his mind, calling on the govern-
ment to show solidarity and avoid marginalizing Poland in 
the EU�13. Also, the opinion of the Catholic Church is not clear 
on the issue, with some bishops calling on parishes to invite 
refugees and creating “humanitarian corridors” and others 
opposing any idea of allowing refugees in the country, whom 
they associate with terrorism and a negative in�uence on the 
local, catholic culture. Ultimately, the government, which has 
still not allowed any refugees to enter Poland – neither vol-
untarily, nor within the framework of the relocation system 
– announced in May 2017 that it is considering the option of 
opening such corridors�14. Nevertheless, the issues disappeared 
quickly from the media debates and as no concrete actions 
have yet been taken. The European Commission commenced 
legal action against Poland, Hungary and the Czech Repub-
lic, due to refusing refugee quotas. Still, even after the Euro-
pean Court of Justice had dismissed complaints by Hungary 
and Slovakia, the PiS government declines to change its pol-
icy. This position is backed by the Hungarian government.

These ambiguity results from the fact that the majority 
of Poles oppose the admission of refugees (54%)�15, ampli�ed 
by the emotional anti-immigrant discourse led by some pol-
iticians. Seventy percent of Poles believe that the presence of 
refugees could increase the risk of terrorism in Poland. Fur-
thermore, the majority also thinks that they pose a burden 
on the host country, taking away jobs and social bene�ts 
(75%)�16. Young Poles are especially sceptical, with 73% reject-
ing hosting refugees and questioning the assumption that 
immigrants bring any social bene�ts for their country�17.

11	 Justyna Segeš Frelak, Migration climate, discourse and policies in Poland, in: Globsec: 
Migration politics and policies in Central Europe, Globsec, Bratislava 2017, pp. 20.

12	 Newsweek.pl: Wolta Schetyny w sprawie uchod�ców. Przypominamy, co jeszcze 
do niedawna o ich przyjmowaniu mówi�a PO, 10.05.207, http://www.newsweek.
pl/polska/polityka/po-nie-chce-uchodzcow-schetyna-zmienia-zdanie-po-i-
uchodzcy,artykuly,409937,1.html (accessed on 15.09.2017)

13	 Onet.pl: Schetyna: chc� rozmawia� z premier ws. przyj�cia uchod�ców, 23.06.2017, 
http://wiadomosci.onet.pl/kraj/schetyna-chce-rozmawiac-z-premier-ws-
przyjecia-uchodzcow/xvm3p83 (accessed on 15.09.2017)

14	 Agnieszka Kazimierczuk, Premier: jeste�my na etapie analizowania korytarzy 
humanitarnych, Rzeczpospolita, 19.06.2017, http://www.rp.pl/Rzad-PiS/170619123-
Premier-jestesmy-na-etapie-analizowania-korytarzy-humanitarnych.html#ap-1 
(accessed on 15.09.2017)

15	 Centre for Public Opinion Research: Stosunek Polaków do przyjmowania 
uchod�ców, Warsaw 2017, http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2017/K_001_17.
PDF (accessed on 15.09.2017)

16	 Pew Research Center: Europeans Fear Wave of Refugees Will Mean More Terrorism, 
Fewer Jobs, July 2016, http://www.pewglobal.org/2016/07/11/europeans-fear-
wave-of-refugees-will-mean-more-terrorism-fewer-jobs/ (accessed on 15.09.2017)

17	 Jacek Kucharczyk, Agnieszka �ada, Akceptacja, reforma, rozstanie. M�odzie� 
z sze�ciu pa�stw cz�onkowskich Unii Europejskiej wobec integracji europejskiej, 
Instytut Spraw Publicznych, Warszawa 2017, pp.16-18.
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The idea of further integration in security issues is another 
area where mixed voices could be heard in Poland. Warsaw is 
concerned about creating any European structures that might 
be perceived as competitive or even parallel with NATO. That is 
why the Polish government did not immediately support the 
idea of stronger European integration on security issues. Apart 
from concerns about creating alternative security structures, 
Poland is also worried about the negative e�ects for its arms 
industry and competition with Western European factories. Nev-
ertheless, Poland ultimately supported launching the so-called 
permanent structured cooperation in defense (PESCO) at the EU 
summit in June 2017 and joined the declaration in November.

Perception of the Visegrad Group 
and Its Relevance
The Visegrad Group (V4) is the initiative that the current 
Polish government puts emphasis on in its foreign policy. 
Regardless of political a�liation of the government in power, 
it has always been considered by the Polish politicians a good 
tool for coordinating activities – consultations and sharing 
information, especially if successfully pushing Polish inter-
ests within the EU. The Visegrad Group has never been an 
institutionalized or formal structure, but the Law and Jus-
tice government stresses the single voice of all four states 
much more than the other partners (and the previous Pol-
ish government). It is so to show some opposition weight 
towards the Franco-German cooperation and to stress Polish 
importance in the region. In reality, the Group is not united 
in every matter. Currently Poland would like to be seen as 
the Group’s leader, although this desire has not met with 
the acceptance of other countries. They expect consulta-
tions and understanding of their positions. Additionally, the 
leader would have to represent their interests (and not only 
its own) towards the bigger players. Bringing projects to their 
fruition would prove that the leader can deliver. Meanwhile, 
when Warsaw speaks out as the V4 representative without 
consultation, it rankles the other countries. Furthermore, in 
the Czech Republic and Slovakia more voices have begun to 
emerge that close association with anti-European Poland and 
Hungary is more of a burden rather than an advantage. How-
ever, di�erences in the countries’ European policy are natural 
and have – more or less – always been present. Today the main 
challenge is not the di�erence of opinions, but the position of 
the Group and its members in Europe. As the current opposi-
tion parties and the pro-European circles in Poland assess, by 
concentrating on its domestic political challenges, the coun-
try has lost its position as an important European player and 
marginalized itself, similarly to Hungary. The question is how 
the new elected Czech government will position itself.

There is no evidence that Poland can count on other V4 
member states while pushing towards its interests. Actually, 
exactly the opposite can be expected – unpredictable activities 
of Warsaw will not win any support. The vote on the extension 

The V4 has never been an institutionalized 
or formal structure, but the Law and Justice 
government stresses the single voice of all 
four states.

of Donald Tusk’s term as the President of the European Coun-
cil was a prime example: neither the Czech Republic, nor Slo-
vakia or Hungary made a declaration of their vote in advance. 
Although the Polish delegation to the very last moment held 
on to hope that they would support their counter-candidate, 
all three countries voted for Tusk. They did not see the need 
to rebel against the majority in the EU. They also appreci-
ated that this leadership position was �lled by a person from 
their region. Furthermore, the three capitals are convinced 
that Tusk represents the interests of the region well. Such 
an approach – voting not in line with Poland – could be 
repeated in the upcoming months if the interests of the V4 
countries di�er. The Polish government explained support 
for Tusk to have resulted from the strong German in�uence 
on the other V4 countries and their reluctance to oppose 
Berlin. The case is minimized in the PiS rhetoric, while small 
success stories are stressed.

Further Con�icts of Interests Between 
Poland and Other Visegrad Members
There are even more di�erences among the Visegrad states. 
The main dividing line of the Visegrad Group is the approach 
to the further European integration. Speci�cally, Slovakia is 
the only V4 member who joined the Eurozone, willing to be 
part of the “�rst speed” of integration, adapting its attitude 
to the majority of member states instead of cooperation with 
Poland in this �eld. With the Czech Republic hanging some-
where in between, Poland shares the views on the future of 
the EU with Hungary.

The Visegrad countries also di�er with regards to secu-
rity issues. For Poland, it is Russia that remains the main 
threat and NATO that is believed to be the only real protec-
tion (the statement that NATO is necessary for the security 
of their country is supported by 91% of Poles, 81% of Hun-
garians, 75% of Czechs and 56% of Slovaks)�18. The pro-Rus-
sian approach of the other V4 countries has always been, 
regardless the governing coalition in Warsaw, the biggest 
divergence of views in the Group. The very critical approach 
towards the Nord Stream 2 project is, however, shared with 
Bratislava as also Slovak energy interests are endangered 
because of the new pipeline.

18	 GLOBSEC: GLOBSEC Trends 2017: Mixed messages and Signs of Hope from Central 
and Eastern Europe, Bratislava 2017, pp.15, http://globsec.org/globsec2017/news/
globsec-trends-2017-mixed-messages-and-signs-of-hope-from-central-and-
eastern-europe (accessed on 15.09.2017)
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Conclusions
Even though the Law and Justice government underlines 
the single voice and similarities in policy areas of the V4 
countries, it stands more and more alone, drafting to the 
EU-peripheries. So, it is a paradox, as not being left on the 
peripheries used to be the Polish reason of state. Endur-
ing popularity of the EU membership with simultaneous 
Eurosceptic rhetoric of the current government seems to be 
another paradox of the current European policy of Poland. It 
all requires a rather nuanced explanation. One should note 
that the appreciation of the bene�ts of membership goes 
hand in hand with a growing dissatisfaction with some 
aspects of integration, such as refugee quotas or the adop-
tion of euro, which are both opposed by the majority of 
citizens and can easily be explored by the Law and Justice. 
Furthermore, the Polish society is satis�ed with the social 
reforms of the Law and Justice, giving more money to fam-
ilies with two or more children and reducing the retirement 
age. Antidemocratic moves of the government or the fear 
of marginalization in the EU seem neither as important nor 
dangerous for a statistical Pole who is constantly confronted 
with the government’s rhetoric, explaining that the ruling 
party is actually �ghting for the strong position of Poland 
in the EU. Prime minister Szyd�o stressed several times that 
the government had never planned to take Poland outside 

the European Union. This strong voice can be understood as 
a reaction to all opinion polls where the Polish society sup-
ports the European integration. The activities of the govern-
ment, however, stay in clear contradiction to this declaration. 
The anti-European rhetoric of many PiS politicians or the 
media and commentators sympathizing with PiS also lead 
in the opposite direction. In the meantime, consensus can 
be found among pro-European experts in Poland that, in the 
long-term perspective, all that can in fact end up with the 
Polish decision on withdrawal from the EU. The UK’s pattern 
is possible – starting with putting every EU’s decision into 
question, calling for more rights for national states through 
criticizing EU-institutions and Brussels’ hegemony up to 
the Polish government blocking further integration steps. 
When the EU will only be shown as an enemy who does all 
to humiliate Poland, then even the pro-European citizens 
can slowly change their minds. This scenario is as likely, as 
it is still stoppable.•
There is no evidence that Poland can count 
on other V4 member states while pushing 
towards its interests.
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Slovakia, which often appeared to be the most enthusias-
tic supporter of the Visegrad cooperation, now seems to be 
ready to sacri�ce it for the sake of the participation in the 

“core Europe”. Does it signal a strategic re-positioning, or is it 
merely political rhetoric? The article analyses the role of the 
Visegrad cooperation in the Slovak political discourse and prac-
tice, especially in a wider European context.

Quarter a century ago, European integration, or a “return 
to Europe” as it was termed, looked like a dream widely 
shared by both political elites and the public in the Viseg-
rad countries. 

Looking at political developments in Poland, 
Hungary, and to some extent in Slovakia and 
the Czech Republic, one gets an impression 
that the idea of European unity is losing 
its appeal.

 Even the Visegrad cooperation, whose main original 
aim was to help integrate three (later four) countries to the 
Euro-Atlantic structure, is acquiring an “anti-European” (or 
at least EU-critical) connotation.

Today, Visegrad countries are sometimes perceived as 
“trouble-makers” in European politics. Viktor Orbán talks about 
“illiberal democracy”, and places Brussel (alongside Vienna and 
Moscow) among the oppressors of “Hungarian sovereignty”. 
The Polish government, run in fact by Jaros�aw Kaczy�ski, is 
on a collision course with the EU institutions. Other politi-
cians in the region are accusing the EU of interference with 
their “internal a�airs”. In countries where the public used to 
be on average more Euro-optimistic than in “old Europe”�1, 

1	 This shift becomes apparent through the comparison of Eurobarometer surveys 
from the first and second decade of this century. In Spring 2008, citizens in 
all four countries “tended to trust the European Union” above the EU average 
(SK: 67%, CZ: 59%, PL: 59%, HU: 52%; compared to EU27 average 50%). In 
Spring 2017, however, this trust was already much lower; in the Czech Rep. 
even markedly below the EU average (HU: 46%, PL: 44%, SK: 43%, CZ: 30%; 
EU28 average: 42%). Source: European Commission: Standard Eurobarometer 
87, Spring 2017, First results, pp. 16, and European Commission: Eurobarometer 
69, First results, pp. 21-22.

voices calling for a weakening of European integration are grow-
ing louder – sometimes even in the political mainstream�2.

The paper will argue that:
—�The representation of the Visegrad cooperation in the 

political (and public) discourse is not the same thing as 
(and often does not correspond with) the real role of this 
cooperation in the political and economic �eld.

—�The way the Visegrad cooperation was presented by polit-
ical elites often re�ected their interests in domestic pol-
itics, rather than international�/�European considerations.

—�The practical impact and importance of the Visegrad 
cooperation, and its presentation in political discourse, 
could be analysed – and indeed make practical sense 
– only in the wider context of European integration.

General Characteristics of the Country
Over the twenty-�ve years of its existence, the Visegrad coop-
eration has played diverse roles and inspired varying expec-
tations in Slovak political discourse. These moved between 
three distinctive positions:

1.	 Visegrad as a reference framework: During the 1990s, Slo-
vakia was the weakest and poorest economy in the region, 
and a laggard in the EU accession process (more on this 
later). Back then, it had been popular practice for ana-
lysts, politicians, the media, and even citizens to resort to 
benchmarks like socio-economic performance, quality of 
democracy, level of foreign investments, pace and quality 

2	 By now, three of the Visegrad countries have parties in parliaments that call for 
referendums on EU membership. In the Czech Republic it was Usvit – Narodna 
koalicia, KSCM (Communist party) as well as president Miloš Zeman (even though 
he supports EU membership), in Hungary it’s Jobbik, in Slovakia it’s Kotleba 
– LSNS. Governments in Poland and Hungary are supporting a looser European 
cooperation under the banner of the “Union of nation states”. See: Radovan Geist, 
Kotleba, Le Penová, Wilders, Zeman: kto �iada referendá o �lenstve v EÚ, Euractiv.
sk, 16.12.2016, https://euractiv.sk/clanky/buducnost-eu/kotleba-le-penova-
wilders-zeman-kto-ziada-referenda-o-clenstve-v-eu/ and Susi Dennison, Dina 
Pardijs: The world according to Europe’s insurgent parties. European Council on 
Foreign Relations, June 2016, http://www.ecfr.eu/page/-/ECFR_181_-_THE_WORLD_
ACCORDING_TO_EUROPES_INSURGENT_PARTIES.pdf (accessed on 15.08.2017)
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of integration with the EU, and/or any other reference value 
capable of indicating that Slovakia was lagging behind (or 
coping better) compared to its Visegrad neighbours.

2.	 At times, Visegrad was seen as a group of the closest 
allies: From the EU accession process to recent talks about 
becoming an autonomous power block in the EU. This is 
how Prime Minister (PM) Fico saw the V4 as recently as in 
November 2016: It represents 65 million people and is much 
stronger than any individual country alone. Even if there are 
many areas where the four countries do not agree, “when 
they agree, their voice must be listened to�3.

3.	 Last but not least, Visegrad cooperation was looked at as a 
potential problem vis-à-vis other EU partners, or the inte-
gration process as such. This has not started with Rob-
ert Fico’s turnaround in summer 2017, when he said that 
for Slovakia membership in the “EU core” is much more 
important than the V4�4. Already at the end of the 1990s, 
the Czech government considered itself a “champion of 
the EU accession process”, and was rather sceptical about 
the added-value of the Visegrad cooperation.

At the structural level, attitudes of Slovak political elites (and, 
secondary, public opinion) towards Visegrad are shaped by 
three sets of speci�c conditions.

Geographically, Slovakia lies in the centre of the Visegrad 
group. Except for a short border with Austria, and the Ukraine as 
a non-EU member state, it is surrounded by Visegrad countries. 
This also means that its connection to other EU macro-regions 
(Germany, northern Europe, South-East and Southern Europe) is 
predominantly moderated by one of the Visegrad countries.

Historically, Slovakia has a long common political, social and 
cultural history with two of its neighbours – Hungary and the 
Czech Republic. Their shared history opens up many opportu-
nities for both agreement and potential con�icts.

Politically speaking, Slovak attitudes to the Viseg-
rad members were (and still are) in�uenced by its pecu-
liar path to EU membership. Slovakia was a latecomer in 
the accession process. At the end of the 1990s it was not 
clear whether it would be included in the planned �rst 
wave of EU enlargement in 2004. The country had signed 
the Association Agreements already in 1993, shortly after 
gaining its independence. But authoritarian tendencies of 

3	 During the conference “V4 and the Future of the EU”, co-organised by the 
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung at the Comenius University in Bratislava, 22.11.2016. 
For a short conference report see EurActiv.sk: EÚ pomô�e, ak bdue viac po�úva� 
svojich ob�anov, tvrdí premier, https://euractiv.sk/clanky/buducnost-eu/eu-
pomoze-ak-bude-viac-pocuvat-svojich-obcanov-tvrdi-premier/ (accessed on 
2.09.2017)

4	 See EurActiv.sk: Ma�arské médiá: Orbánov dôle�itý spojenec Fico ne�akane 
vycúval, 17.08.2017, https://euractiv.sk/clanky/vysehradska-skupina/madarske-
media-orbanov-dolezity-spojenec-fico-necakane-vycuval/ (accessed on 
5.09.2017)

the second and especially third Me�iar government (after 
1994) had strained relations with the EU. Slovakia was 
invited to accession negotiations only at the Helsinki sum-
mit in 1999 – two years later than seven other post-Com-
munist countries. During those years, comparisons with 
other Visegrad countries, and their relative advances in the 
EU/NATO accession processes, helped to augment anti-
Me�iar opposition.

These di�cult years have in�uenced the public percep-
tion of EU membership, as well as the role of cooperation 
with neighbouring countries. Growing Western criticism of 
the increasingly autocratic second Me�iar government (1994-
1998) and withering EU membership prospects led Me�iar to 
coquet with “alternative foreign policy”: If not welcomed by 
the West, Slovakia would play the role of a bridge between 
East and West. Regardless of whether this was ever a real 
alternative, the risk of being marginalized in the EU inte-
gration process helped unite and strengthen anti-Me�iar 
opposition. It was also one of the chief uniting factors of the 
ideologically divided �rst government of Mikuláš Dzurinda�5, 
who replaced Me�iar in 1998.

At that time, Visegrad cooperation was perceived as 
something that could help Slovakia to catch-up with the 
“integration train”. Simultaneously, by the end of the 1990s 
the question of EU (and NATO) membership became polit-
icised in Slovakia to an extent unrivalled in other Visegrad 
countries. It became one of the contentious points between 

“pro-European modernisers” and “nationalist traditionalists”. 
However, this politicisation revolved nearly solely around 
the question of membership itself; it has never developed 
into a debate on what kind of Europe Slovakia wants. Once 
the change of government unlocked the accession process 
for Slovakia, even these debates died out. By May 2004, 
all major political parties, including Me�iar’s Hnutie za 
demokratické Slovensko (HZDS), the nationalist Slovenská 
národná strana (SNS), and the communist Komunistická 
strana Slovenska (KSS), were supporting Slovak member-
ship in the EU. An amphibolic pro-European platform united 
Slovak political elites�6.

Slovakia and the EU: Right in the Heart 
Once an integration laggard, Slovakia now is “the most 
deeply integrated” country in the V4 – the next main objec-
tive being membership of the Eurozone. After a “Eurosceptic 
interlude” in 2015�/2016, its political elites have re-discovered 

5	 The first Dzurinda government was composed of the reformed-Communist-
turned-Social-Democrat SDL, social-liberal SOP, conservative-liberal SDK (itself 
a coalition of different parties: Christian Democrats, Liberals, Greens and Social 
Democrats), and the Hungarian minority party: a motley crew united around 
EU membership and liberal economic reforms that would under different 
circumstances hardly survive through its mandate.

6	 Vladimír Bil�ík, Juraj Buzalka: Slovakia. In: Donnacha Ó’Beacháin, Vera Sheridan, 
Sabina Stan (eds.): Life in Post-Communist Eastern Europe After EU Membership: 
Happy Ever After? Routledge, 2012, pp. 55-72.
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the attractiveness of European integration. Unlike Orbán 
or Kaczy�ski, who are calling for a weaker EU and stronger 
nation states, the Slovak PM Fico is openly proclaiming that 
Slovakia’s place is in the “core of Europe” and that his gov-
ernment is ready to “pay the price”�7.

This strong pro-European turn (at least at the rhetori-
cal level), in stark contrast to Fico’s statements in 2015�/�16, 
is motivated by external and internal factors. Internally, it 
is part of his strategy to shift the political discourse in Slo-
vakia from domestic problems (like corruption, problems 
with the education system, etc.) to a �eld that he can dom-
inate more easily, to isolate part of the political opposition 
(especially the Eurosceptic party Sloboda a Solidarita – SAS), 
and to limit the appeal of his current ally, the nationalist 
SNSy, which is traditionally more EU-critical. Externally, it 
was probably provoked by intensi�ed European discussions 
about EU reforms, multi-speed integration, and the creation 
of a European core that would leave out (some) of the new 
member states�8.

Experience shows that political rhetoric can be subject 
to abrupt changes and twists, especially when it stems from 
tactical manoeuvring rather than deep convictions – and 
Fico’s party Smer - Sociálna Demokracia (Smer-SD) itself 
set a good example for this when it oscillated between soft 
Euroscepticism in 2002-2006, a position of “good Europe-
ans” in 2008-2015, outright EU criticism in 2015�/16, and mov-
ing back to the pro-European stance of today. However, the 
above-mentioned factors underlying the latest turn to the 
EU might be more durable. Moreover, the pro-integrationist 
stance corresponds to long-term trends of Slovak EU policy, 
as well as structural economic needs.

Supported by a nearly universal consensus of its political 
elites�9, Slovak diplomacy has ever since maintained a gener-
ally pro-integrationist course in the EU. Slovakia was never 
very active in proposing new political initiatives; it was rather 
a team-player, participating in coalitions and stressing the 
need for cooperation and consensus. With rare exceptions 
concerning EU domains, such as justice and home-a�airs as 

7	 On September 10th, 2017, R. Fico effectively supported common European 
income tax rate, European minimum wage, and common social standards. TA3 
TV: V politike. 10.09.2017, http://www.ta3.com/clanok/1112465/napate-vztahy-v-
koalicii-aktualne-politicke-dianie-zdravotnictvo-po-novom.html 

8	 When the new French president Emmanuel Macron met Visegrad leaders in 
Brussels at the margins of the June EU summit, Fico distanced himself from 
negative Polish and Hungarian reactions, bluntly saying: “I am entirely convinced 
that Germany and France will gear up and will demand deeper cooperation and 
integration, especially from the Eurozone members. I support that we should be 
part of it”. In august 2017, Slovak and German ministries of foreign affairs signed 
a memorandum on structured cooperation on EU policies, creating a platform 
for dialogue and coordination on political and expert levels. See for example 
EurActiv.sk: Fico sa prihlásil k Macronovi, ostatní lídri V4 ho �alej kritizujú. 
23.06.2017, https://euractiv.sk/clanky/vysehradska-skupina/fico-sa-prihlasil-
k-macronovi-ostatni-lidri-v4-ho-dalej-kritizuju/ (accessed on 5.09.2017)

9	 Vladimír Bil�ík, Juraj Buzalka: Slovakia. In: Donnacha Ó’Beacháin, Vera Sheridan, 
Sabina Stan (eds.): Life in Post-Communist Eastern Europe After EU Membership: 
Happy Ever After? Routledge, 2012, pp. 55-72.

well as social and tax policy�10, Slovakia has rarely blocked new 
legislation or policies since its accession to the Union.

Economically, Slovakia, just like other Visegrad coun-
tries, is closely tied to the EU. Multinational companies 
from Western Europe have established a strong presence in 
the region. Relocation of some manufacturing activities to 
Central Europe has been an important part of their indus-
trial strategies – especially for German industries. Virtually 
the same situation repeated itself in the banking and infra-
structural sectors (electricity, gas, water supply). Moreover, 
all four countries developed open economies, with strong 
export sectors, with both exports and imports being domi-
nated by Germany�11.

To an extent, strong economic links with the West preceded 
Slovakia’s EU membership. The accession process has sub-
stantially strengthened the growing economic dependence 
on Western Europe (see Becker, 2016)�12, but the trend had 
already been set as early as the 1990s. With some variations 
(Slovakia during two governments of Vladimír Me�iar, 1993-
1998, attempted at creating a home capitalist class that 
would be the driver of a more autonomous economic devel-
opment) by the turn of the century, all four countries enthusi-
astically opted for FDI-driven growth, a privatisation process 
open to international investors, and liberalised economies 
(from banking to trade to labour markets).

Just like its neighbours, Slovakia has developed an eco-
nomic model that relies heavily on the single European mar-
ket (on the “four freedoms”, especially on the freedom of 
movement of goods and services) and the ability to attract 
investors, including those relocating manufacturing activi-
ties from Western Europe. This might explain rather negative 
views on the potential harmonisation of tax policies (resist-
ing especially any moves on the harmonisation of corporate 
taxes), or deeper integration in social policies – in the Slovak 
case at least until recently�13. The ability to retain wage di�er-
entials vis-à-vis Western Europe, and to o�er favourable reg-
ulatory regimes to investors, is an important remnant of the 
dependent market economy model�14.

Given the overall trend of Slovakia’s European policy, what 
is the role of the Visegrad cooperation? 

10	 These traditional “red lines” are closely related to two long-term sources of 
Euroscepticism in Slovakia: cultural conservativism and economic liberalism. 
Here, Visegrad countries have several things in common. For more on this, 
see Radovan Geist: Die Visegrad – Länder in der EU: ein abweichender Fall? In: 
Kurswechsel 4/2016.

11	 Germany is the main export and import partner for all Visegrad countries and 
trade with Germany substantially outweighs the intra-regional trade.

12	 Joachim Becker: Europe’s other periphery. New Left Review 99, May-June 2016, 
pp. 39-64.

13	 See reference 7.

14	 This model was theocratised for example in Andreas Nölke, Arjan Vliegenthart: 
Enlarging the Varieties of Capitalism: The Emergence of Dependent Market 
Economies in East Central Europe. World Politics, Vol. 61, Issue 4. August 2009 
(Princeton University Press).
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Visegrad: Useful but Dispensable?
A survey conducted by the European Council for Foreign Rela-
tions in 2016 found out that “(m)ore frequently than other 
groups the Visegrad Four act as a political coalition within 
the European Union”��15. Country data shows a strong correla-
tion of preferences among the four countries and very sim-
ilar pattern of voting in the Council�16.

This could be partly explained by similar positions and inter-
ests of those four countries in many areas: from the internal 
market, economic and social policy, to foreign and security 
policy. But it also shows deliberate coordination of positions 
and voting behaviour.

However, this seemingly positive assessment of Visegrad 
cooperation calls for two important caveats. First, there are 
some areas, politically important, where positions of Viseg-
rad countries diverge. One of the examples is the position to 
Russia and the current regime of Vladimir Putin. While the Pol-
ish nationalist-conservatives are strongly anti-Russian, Viktor 
Orbán defends – at least rhetorically – a normalisation of the 
relations with Russia�17.

Di�erences are visible even in cases where Visegrad tried 
to forge a united front. In September 2015, all four countries 
refused to participate in the refugee relocation scheme and 
strongly criticised the decision adopted in the Council by 
means of QMV. This position was sometimes presented as a 
sign of transformation of the V4 into a more united “group of 
allies” in EU politics.

Nevertheless, from the very beginning there were di�er-
ences. At the beginning, Slovakia and Hungary were leading 
the opposition to the relocation scheme – they voted against it 
in the Council, challenged the decision before the Court of Jus-
tice, and their leaders loudly attacked the “dictate from Brus-
sels”. After the change of guards in Warsaw, Poland adopted 
a similar position (the previous government of Civic Platform 
abstained from voting on the relocation scheme). The Czech 
Republic, while critical to relocations, did not join the legal 
action. In summer 2016 – with the approaching Slovak EU Pres-
idency, and in�uenced by domestic political developments�18 
– the Slovak government adopted a more conciliatory tone. In 
Autumn 2016, as the country holding the presidency of the 

15	 ECFR: EU Coalition Explorer. Results of the EU28 Survey on coalition building in 
the European Union, p. 16, http://www.ecfr.eu/page/ECFR209_EU_COALITION_
EXPLORER_2017_V2.0.pdf (accessed on 20.07.2017). It is important to note that 
the study was based on interviews with civil servants and policy experts, and 
the field research was concluded in 2016.

16	 For country reports, see: Czech Rep.: p. 26; Hungary: p. 33; Poland: p. 41; Slovakia: 
p. 44 in ECFR: EU Coalition Explorer.

17	 A useful overview is provided in Jacek Kucharczyk, Grigorij Mese�nikov (eds.): 
Diverging Voices, Converging Policies: The Visegrad States’ Reaction to the 
Russia-Ukraine Conflict. Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung, Prague and Warsaw, 2015.

18	 Especially the electoral success of the fascist LSNS party and the fact that the 
leading opposition party SaS adopted a more radical Eurosceptic platform. More 
on the shift of position of Smer-SD on the issue of migration in Zuzana Gabrizova, 
Radovan Geist: Migration und die Linke: die Slowakei. In: Peter Broening, Christoph 
P. Mohr (Hg.): Flucht, Migration und die Linke in Europa. Verlag J.H.W. Dietz, 2017.

EU Council, Slovakia tried to present a compromise proposal 
termed “�exible solidarity”, later “e�ective solidarity”. In fact, 
this attempt was refused both by Italy, which demanded appli-
cation of the relocation scheme, as well as by Hungary.

Gradually di�erences within Visegrad grew even larger. The 
Czech Republic and Slovakia pledged to relocate some asylum 
seekers from Greece (maintaining that they are doing it on a 
voluntary basis) and eventually even accepted a limited num-
ber of refugees. At the same time, governments in Poland and 
Hungary refuse to participate completely.

Another important caveat concerns qualitative di�erences: 
cooperation on concrete policies and similar positions on spe-
ci�c issues do not necessarily imply convergence on strategic 
issues. With growing pressure to reform the EU and to continue 
with integration in other areas – in smaller groups, if neces-
sary – Visegrad countries formulated di�erent positions. As 
discussed above, unlike Orbán or Kaczy�ski, Fico signed up to 
the participation in the “European core”, even appearing to be 
ready to cross some traditional red lines of Slovak EU policy, 
such as tax harmonisation. The current Slovak position was 
summarised well this June by the current state secretary to the 
Ministry of Foreign and European A�airs, and a seasoned dip-
lomat Ivan Kor�ok: “If we really want to discuss, if (we should 
choose) the European Union or V4, then I say now without any 
hesitation – the Union. (The) V4 is only a pragmatic instrument. 
When and where it suits us all, we are trying to increase our 
weight and in�uence.”�19

On 23 October, right after the Czech general elections, which 
shot controversial Andrej Babiš to power, Fico said that Slovakia 
remains “the only pro-European island in the region”. All three 
highest representatives – the President, Prime Minister, and the 
President of the Parliament –�signed a declaration supporting 
western integration. However, questions persist, and they are 
not related only to the real positions of the nationalist SNS�20. 

Paraphrasing the words of one of the Smer-SD represent-
atives, Robert Fico’s support for the “core Europe” concept is 
“a strategic choice”: if something like that develops, Slovakia 
would like to part of it. But Fico is not any Euro-federalist�21.

Under current conditions the Slovak position 
to Visegrad is subordinated to its interests 
in the EU: Visegrad cooperation is useful as 
long as it is not obstructing it.

19	 See EurActiv.sk: Ivan Kor�ok: Ak si máme vybra� medzi Úniou a V4, vyberieme 
si Úniu, 19.06.2017, https://euractiv.sk/clanky/buducnost-eu/ivan-korcok-ak-si-
mame-vybrat-medzi-uniou-a-v4-vyberieme-si-uniu/ (accessed on 9.09.2017).

20	 Radovan Geist: Slovak political elites: Between EU and Russia, Euractiv.
com, 24.11.2017, http://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/
slovak-political-elites-between-eu-and-russia/

21	 This argument was used during the public discussion “Will the core Europe be 
social?”, organised by the Progressive Forum in Bratislava, on November 15th, 2017.
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To sum up, under current conditions the Slovak position to 
Visegrad is subordinated to its interests in the EU – which today 
means an ambition to participate in future deeper integration. 
Visegrad cooperation is useful as long as it is not obstructing 
that goal. O�cially, Slovakia still stands behind the Visegrad 
cooperation, sometimes even presenting it as useful to the 
rest of Europe, bringing “trouble-makers” in the V4 closer to 
the European mainstream�22. In realpolitik, the “unity of Viseg-
rad” does not �gure among strategic interests�23.

Trust Your Neighbours
In May-June 2015 the Slovak think-tank Institute of Public 
A�airs organised a poll in four Visegrad countries to map 
out the public perception of the V4 cooperation�24. The sur-
vey partly preceded the migration crisis and the refusal of 
Visegrad countries to join the relocation scheme, which had 
increased public visibility of the V4 in the region.

Based on the survey, the awareness of the V4 cooperation 
was highest in Slovakia, with 54�% of the respondents say-
ing that they have heard about it before (compared to 37�% 
in the Czech Republic, 26�% in Hungary and 17�% in Poland). 
According to the authors, this re�ects a stronger presence of 
the regional cooperation in Slovak political discourse, dat-
ing back to late 1990s.

Besides being “more informed”, the Slovak public seemed 
to be more enthusiastic about V4 than its neighbours; 70�% of 
the respondents saw Visegrad cooperation as meaningful and 
important, compared to 50�% of the Czechs and approximately 
40�% of the Poles and Hungarians. In none of the countries did 
the V4 cooperation face any signi�cant public opposition.

It is important to note that in all four countries, respond-
ents showed a preference for economic and trade coopera-
tion. Reasserting common positions in the EU came only 
third/second. Here, the Czechs (44�%), Slovaks (40�%) and 
Hungarians (39�%) were visibly more enthusiastic about 
Visegrad than the Poles (27�%).

A more positive image of the Visegrad cooperation in the 
Slovak public is probably rooted in a combination of politi-
cal and cultural factors. As argued above, Visegrad played an 
important political role in the 1990s, when the country was 
a “transformation/integration laggard”, and neighbouring 
countries were role models to follow. Also, all major political 

22	 As one of the top Slovak bureaucrats involved in Slovak EU policies pointed to 
the author of this text, Slovak diplomacy played an important role in conciliating 
Polish officials before the EU summit in Rome in Spring 2016, when shortly before 
the summit, Warsaw threatened that it may refuse to sign the joint declaration. 
Without passing judgments on the real role played by Slovakia in this case, it’s 
an illustrative example how some Slovak decision-makers try to reconcile their 
pro-European stance, and their striving for keeping unity in V4.

23	 This was probably one of the reasons behind the Slovak initiative to “drag the 
Czech Republic more” into the discussions on the future of the EU. See for 
example EurActiv.sk: Fico chce �echov vtiahnu� do debát o „jadre“ EÚ, 4.09.2017, 
https://euractiv.sk/clanky/buducnost-eu/fico-chce-cechov-vtiahnut-debat-o-
jadre-eu/ (accessed on 9.09.2017)

24	 O�ga Gyarfášová, Grigorij Mese�nikov: 25 rokov V4 o�ami verejnosti. Inštitút pre 
verejné otázky, 2016

parties are formally in favour of the V4 cooperation and 
neighbouring countries are frequently identi�ed as “clos-
est allies” in their political programmes�25.

Some of the cultural factors were mapped out by the sur-
vey quoted above. From the four countries of the V4, Slo-
vaks were reporting the most intensive personal contacts 
in neighbouring countries: 43�% have relatives in the Czech 
Republic, 14�% in Hungary, and 4�% in Poland, while 62�% 
reported friends in the Czech Republic, 23�% in Hungary, and 
16�% in Poland�26.

Moving Apart?
What does the future of Visegrad cooperation look like from 
the Slovak point of view? The answer needs to be judged 
against two counteracting tendencies. On the one hand, 
cooperation with Visegrad members is deeply embedded 
in political and public discourse, as well as the mainstream 
political consensus. While the V4 did not develop robust 
administrative capacities, government bureaucracies – espe-
cially at the Ministry of Foreign and European A�airs – have 
created formal and informal structures of cooperation and 
coordination with the Visegrad partners.

On the other hand, the importance and e�ciency of 
Visegrad cooperation was strongly interwoven with the Slo-
vak interests in the EU. Currently, Visegrad countries are try-
ing to re-establish a fragile political equilibrium between 
two distinct routes. Poland and Hungary are governed by 
nationalist conservative forces that dominate the national 
political landscapes. Slovakia and the Czech Republic are 
governed by ideologically di�use coalitions of mainstream 
“responsible” parties.

While the contours of the future “EU core” are still unclear, 
nor is it the only feasible scenario, if some EU countries pro-
ceed with deeper integration in areas like economic & social 
policies, or taxes, membership in the Eurozone would proba-
bly be an important factor dividing ins and outs.

It is currently not conceivable that Hungary and Poland 
would opt for EMU membership, or commit to a speci�c entry 
date. In the Czech Republic, the future EU strategy will be in�u-
enced by the general election results, and the composition of 
the next government. If pro-European parties in Slovakia main-
tain their current fragile political prevalence, they might face a 
situation when maintaining a semblance of close cooperation 
in Visegrad, and active participation in the “EU core” would 
amount to the political squaring of a circle.•

25	 For example, in 2016 at the general elections, all political parties considered the 
Visegrad Group as a platform that multiplies the influence of Slovakia in the EU 
and which helps coordinate positions. Only the representative of KDH was very 
critical of the role of the Visegrad Group at the EU level recently. See: Zuzana 
Gabri�ová, Radovan Geist: Rozšírenie bojového po�a? Analýza postojov a programov 
slovenských politických strán pre vo�bami do Národnej rady SR 2016. EurActiv.sk, 
February 2016.

26	 O�ga Gyarfášová, Grigorij Mese�nikov: 25 rokov V4 o�ami verejnosti. Inštitút pre 
verejné otázky, 2016, p. 24, 25.
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