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EU MONITOR
What EU Policy to Expect from
the incumbent Czech Government?
Vít Havelka

§

On the 27th of August 2018, Czech PM Andrej Babiš held a speech on the occasion of the
traditional annual coordination meeting of the Czech Ambassadors at the Czech Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. The purpose of the consultation was to discuss Czech foreign and European
policy at the highest level, and to coordinate further steps.

§

The following paper aims to summarize and comment on the content of the PM´s speech, as
well as explain Babiš´s intentions in the broader context of the foreign and European policy of
the incumbent government as defined in its manifesto.
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Introduction

Migration remains the key challenge

To begin with, the Czech European policy is stuck in

The Prime Minister devoted a large part of his speech

the limbo characterized by a weak position of the social-

to immigration policy, indirectly making it the most

democratic Minister of Foreign Affairs blurred concepts and

important topic for Czech foreign policy. This is in line with

an opportunistic Prime Minister who is known to make

public opinion polls confirming Czechs perceive border

complete policy U-turns, if they prove beneficial for his

management and the regulation of migration flows as the

political capital. Predicting the PM’s next moves is

greatest challenge facing the European Union1. In this realm,

excessively difficult as it seems that his behavior is not

the Prime Minister promised to actively propose solutions -

influenced by any specific ideology.

something the Czech Republic and other Central European

The Prime Minister also puts a strain on the Czech
public administration, sometimes substituting officials with
his own nominees. The Office of the Government, formally

countries have been criticized for not doing - and seek
voting coalitions at the European level with other likeminded countries such as Austria.

responsible for coordination of the Czech EU policy, lost in

Although the Prime Minister’s speech was not concise,

the recent weeks two key employees, and the incumbent

three main concepts can be emphasized from his speech.

Secretary of State Ales Chmelař is widely reported to be

Firstly, Mr. Babiš thinks that the “illegal migrants” should be

leaving the office soon. Replacements after a new

stopped at the Schengen border, stressing that the EU

government is sworn in are a common practice in the Czech

member states with an external border would be able to

Republic, but they however now arrive in the worst possible

protect the border if the EU provides enough assistance. In

moment as the Brexit negotiations are being concluded and

this respect, Andrej Babiš seems open to financially

the discussion about the post-2020 MFF has started. It is

supporting affected member states directly from the EU

yet to be seen how severely the changes will cripple the

budget, yet continues to explicitly rule out the resettling of

administration’s capacities, but it may take several months

any asylum seekers2.

for the administration to regain the competences lost by the
recent personnel changes.

Secondly, Andrej Babiš objects to the Commission´s
plan to financially reinforce Frontex. He argues that as of

Despite what has been just said, it is likely that the

now the mission and way European Border and Coast Guard

current administration will follow the main principles of the

works is not efficient and therefore should not receive more

foreign policy defined by the previous Czech governments:

funding. He instead proposes to provide financial support

supporting NATO and the EU membership, cooperation

directly to the EU states with external borders. This

within regional groupings such as the V4 and Austerlitz

suggestion, however, must be perceived as a starting point

format, and keeping the overall orientation towards the

for the negotiation – Babiš does not seem dogmatic on this

West. Nonetheless, the government will be less diplomatic

issue, and it seems that his end goal may be to seek for the

in pursuing its goals and be more outspoken on what it

most advantageous cost/benefits solution.

perceives as the main Czech national interests.

Last but not least, the Prime Minister argues for a
comprehensive

development

programme

for

African

countries that are a source of illegal migration, as
symbolized by his repeated call of a new “Marshall Plan” for

1
Eurobarometer, March 2018:
http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Res
ultDoc/download/DocumentKy/83558

2
Quote: “If I am saying that I do not want to accept a single
migrant, there is a reasoning behind it. It is a symbol that Europe
does not have a solution at the moment and that we will propose
concrete measures (…).”
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Africa. That said, the aid programme is solely understood

In his speech, PM Babiš rejected the Commission´s

as a reward for the fight against migration. The proposed

proposal for the next Multiannual Financial Framework. His

EU financial support should be closely linked with the

main objection revolves around the total size of the budget.

willingness of the beneficiary countries to regulate

Mr. Babiš criticizes the fact that the Commission proposed

emigration and repatriation of their citizens if they are not

an increase of the MFF by around 23% in current terms,

granted asylum or a working permit in the EU.

although the UK, which comprises 15% of the EU´s

While Babiš’ intentions are fully aligned with Czech
public opinion, it is questionable whether they will be viable
to the EU partners. The proposals are vague and do not
cover all the challenging aspects of the illegal migration. The
only concrete suggestion is to provide funding to the EU
states with external border and development aid to the
African countries that represent a source of migration. This
is not very innovative, as the EU has been discussing this
for some time, and has more or less well structured
development programmes. It is also naïve to imagine that
financial aid alone would limit illegal migration and comfort
affected EU member states.

population is leaving the Union. He says the draft shows
“impertinence”, and committed to convince his European
counter-parts to decrease the total size of the budget. This
seems rather surprising as the Czech Republic will surely
remain a net beneficiary of the European budget during the
next MFF period and Mr. Babiš has agreed with other 8 CEE
countries to support a larger post -2020 MFF.4 In this realm,
however, the Prime Minister goes more or less in his
predecessor’s steps 5 in following the Czech tradition to
promote cuts in the European budget even if it indirectly
deprives the national treasury of additional revenues. This
long-lasting stance might be a result of the overall bad
reputation of EU Cohesion Policy in the Czech Republic,

The underlying question is, however, how serious the

which is (unfairly) associated rather with mismanagements

Czech Prime Minister is about his proposals. Even if his

than real tangible effects on people's everyday lives. The

suggestions were politically feasible, no one can be sure

reasoning is that it is better not to “send any money to

that Mr. Babiš will not change his mind. His current stance

Brussels” and subsequently receive more with less influence

derives from the prevailing public opinion favoring flexible

on how the funds can be spent. Furthermore, the bigger

solidarity , and if Czech population suddenly opposed

(and sadder) question relates to why the Czech Republic

contributing to border protection and development aid, the

shall be receiving financing from the EU if it cannot dispose

Prime Minister would surely adjust his position. Furthermore,

of it properly and in full.

3

it seems that Czechs modify their opinion according to the
latest development in the negotiations. It might therefore
well happen that after the refugees quotas are out of the
question, Czechs will simply move away from the flexible
solidarity to a complete refusal of any cooperation in
refugee and asylum policy.

Appeal for a smaller budget for
smaller Europe

Having said that, the Prime Minister still perceives
cohesion and agriculture policies as the two most important
budget headings for the Czech Republic, which is logical as
both cohesion and agriculture represent the largest source
of Czech revenue from the EU budget. The overall
importance of the financial transfers can be further
underlined by numbers published in a study by the Czech
Office of the Government claiming that the Cohesion Policy
transfers alone amount to cca. 1.7% of the Czech total GDP,
or 42.5% of all public investment6. To summarize, Czechs

3
EU member states would contribute to solving migration
issue according to their preferences. In case of the Czech Republic,
it would mean payments in exchange for no redistribution quotas.
4
https://www.e15.cz/zahranicni/v4-a-dalsi-ctyri-statypodpori-zvyseni-prispevku-do-rozpoctu-evropske-unie-1342932

5
During the last MFF negotiations the Czech government
belonged to the strongest allies of the UK in its crusade against
overspending at the EU level.
6
Dopad ESI fondů na hospodářský růst ČR,“ Úřad vlády,
strana
2,
accessible
in:
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might consider Cohesion and Agriculture Policies as

where the actual European border lays blurs the actual

inefficient, but they still represent direct cash flowing from

responsibility for protecting the Schengen/EU territory. It

Brussels.

does not allegedly make any sense that “sloppy” Greece is

Finally, it is also important to mention that the Czech
government will promote a greater flexibility in on what kind
of projects the EU money is spent and limit allocations to
ESF. Czech economy is preforming surprisingly well with a
solid and constant GDP growth, 2.2% unemployment rate7
and wage growth well above inflation levels8. Economists
usually argue that the Czech Republic should focus on
investment in infrastructure, science and research and
development, which are not areas the EU funding is always
directed at. Therefore, Mr. Babiš would ideally like to have
a

free

hand

in

allocating

Cohesion

funding

from

in the Schengen area, whereas responsible EU member
states such as Bulgaria and Romania aren’t. The Union
should therefore either decide to take advantage of natural
boundaries (sea, rivers or mountains), or it must resort to a
more narrowly defined area. The first option should lead to
the inclusion of Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia into the
Schengen area, the latter to the exclusion of Greece from
the Schengen area. In any case, the European Union must
agree on the protected territory and seal its borders. Only
this can ensure a flawless functioning of the Single Market
and the Union as such.

programmes supporting “soft projects” (e.g. requalification,

The second batch of improvements revolves around

adjustment to globalization”) to funds providing tangible

the question of subsidiarity and proportionality. The

results (e.g. highways, high-speed trains, applied research),

European Union should undertake institutional changes that

provided the Czech ministries can deliver on carrying them

would strengthen the position of the European Council and

out.

powers of its Member States so that the European

A call for a more intergovernmental
Europe
The Czech Prime Minister has been a strong proponent
of a reform of the European Union, stating repeatedly that

Commission cannot force the member states to act against
their will. Finally, the EU needs to complete its Single Market
so that all the four freedoms as envisioned by Jacques
Delors in 1988 are brought to life. Mr. Babiš said that he
expects the next Commission to propose a credible plan for
the final liberalisation of trade between its member states.

the EU has to change in order to regain the trust of its

Mr. Babiš´s suggestions for EU reforms are more or

citizens. According to Mr. Babiš, the EU has given up on its

less in line with the general opinion of the Czech public and

original purpose - the creation of a prosperous and safe

with the tradition of the Czech EU policy. The Czech

continent, which in his mind significantly harms the project’s

Republic has always been a strong advocate of the Single

reputation.

Market and liberalization of the trade within the EU. The

The Prime Minister usually talks about Europe as the
fortified Asterix and Obelix Village, where everybody
cooperates within the municipality and simultaneously is
well protected from the “evil” Romans. In another words,
he thinks of Europe as a self-sufficient fortress with wellprotected borders. In order to achieve that, Mr. Babiš is
convinced that it is necessary to clearly define the European
territory and its borders as he feels that the disunity over

https://www.vlada.cz/assets/evropskezalezitosti/analyzyEU/171204_Dopad_ESI_fondu_na_hospodarsky_rust_CR_final.pdf

Czech population perceives the Single Market as a tool that
strengthens the Czech economy and helps local companies
to catch up and compete with the leading European
businesses - the less regulation, the better for the economy.
Last but not least, reservations to further institutional
integration and supranational institutions as such stem from
a deeply rooted historical reminiscence that create a general
sensitivity to the feeling of “being ruled” or “bowing under

7

https://www.czso.cz/csu/czso/zamestnanost_
nezamestnanost_prace
8
8.6% growth, 6.6% in real terms (II. Quarter 2018)
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a dictate”. These arguments are very often used by the

the Czech Republic a difficult partner to negotiate with. It is

Czech politicians in discussing “Brussels” and the European

very unlikely that Czechs would come up with any new and

Union. The general skepticism of the political elite to a

bright idea that would help the EU to address challenges

deeper integration more or less corresponds with the public

such as migration and asylum policy. On the contrary, the

opinion in the Czech Republic. According to the latest poll

Czech government will probably be showing a certain level

by CVVM 46% of the Czech population would prefer to

of superiority, and retain its opportunistic approach to the

maintain the current level of integration, 25% would favor

European integration where “solidarity” and “cooperation”

decentralization, and a mere 22% would support further

are perceived as mere transactions.

transfer of powers on the European level.9

Having said that, other European partners can be sure

Czechs to remain a difficult partner for

that the Czech Republic will not torpedo common positions

the EU

reasonable price for the compliance with European

only for purely ideological reasons. If Czechs are offered a
mainstream, they will adjust their position. They will

Personnel change in the public administration, a fickle

obviously always try to maximize gains so the easiest

Prime Minister changing his views according to the latest

method of dealing with the Czech Republic is to keep

opinion polls and a rather Eurosceptic population will make

pressure on its government.

Vít Havelka

The project was supported by the Ministry of Foreign Aﬀairs
of the Czech Republic in the framework of public diplomacy
projects within Czech foreign policy and international relations

The European Commission support for the production of this
publication does not constitute an endorsement of the
contents which reflects the views only of the authors, and the
Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may
be made of the information contained therein.

9
See: https://cvvm.soc.cas.cz/media/com_form2content/
documents/c2/a4616/f9/pm180514b.pdf
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