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Executive summary 

This comparative paper was drafted within the project 

Visegrad in the EU – How Much Do We Matter? that aimed 

at analysis of performance of the four Visegrad states, the 

Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia in following 

areas of EU decision-making:  

1. Institutions and EMU 

2. EU single market 

3. Freedom, Security and Justice 

4. External Relations 

In the framework of this project 16 policy papers have 

been published, covering the performance of individual 

countries in the above mentioned areas, 4 country papers 

synthetizing the key findings from the policy papers on the 

national level and this comparative paper synthetizing key 

findings from whole project. 

This comparative paper examines the top policy 

priorities of the Visegrad countries during the first ten years 

of their EU membership and identifies the main points of 

convergence as well as divergence in the given policy areas. 

It also evaluates the potential for future cooperation in 

these policy areas and identifies the issue where the 

Visegrad countries have shared interests. It summarizes the 

level of consensus in the individual countries on the 

definition of policy priorities and characterizes their role in 

EU decision-making. 

The scope and format of this paper don’t enable to 

provide comprehensive and deep analysis that can be found 

in individual policy papers published with the framework of 

the project. 
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Policy priorities in first ten years of EU 

membership 

Institutions and EMU 
In all Visegrad countries, the researchers identified the 

full-fledged membership in the EU as one of the key 

policy priorities in the area of Institutions and EMU. When 

the Visegrad countries entered the EU in May 2004, they did 

not participate in all the EU policies. Achieving the similar 

degree of integration as “old” Member States through quick 

entry into the Eurozone and Schengen was a priority for the 

first years of membership for all the Visegrad countries. 

They devoted most of their efforts to the entry to the 

Schengen Area. These efforts were successful and though 

the accession process wasn’t without complications 

especially for example regarding the missing Schengen 

Information System of the second generation, thanks to the 

coordinated approach, they succeeded relatively quickly. All 

the Visegrad countries entered the Schengen Union 

together with Slovenia, Malta and the Baltic states in 

December 2007.  

In the case of the entry to the Eurozone, all the 

Visegrad countries opted at the beginning for a quick 

accession and set ambitious target dates for an entry 

between 2006 and 2009.   In reality, only Slovakia followed 

through with major efforts in achieving this goal and in 

fulfilling the so-called Maastricht criteria before 2009. Its 

policy has been crowned with success and the country 

entered the Eurozone as of January 2009. This was possible 

mainly due to several factors: 1. Although there was a 

complete change of the ruling coalition after the elections 

in 2006, the new political leadership of the country quickly 

adopted accession to the Eurozone as their priority as well; 

2. The country had implemented deep structural reforms 

already before 2009; 3. Quick accession to the Eurozone 

was a matter of political consensus, with no major 

opponents and with support by the businesses as well as by 

the population. In the case of the other Visegrad countries, 

the political consensus or leadership to argument towards 

this goal was missing. Moreover, their governments 

declared that deep structural reforms (such as in Slovakia) 

had to be delivered before the accession to the Eurozone. 

The financial and economic crisis that unraveled in 2009 

virtually stopped the preparation and also, to a large extent, 

the debate on the introduction of the Euro in the Czech 

Republic, Poland and Hungary. 

The other priority that shared by all the Visegrad 

countries was the institutional re-arrangement of the 

European Union that was accomplished by the Lisbon 

Treaty.  Visegrad countries shared many similar views on 

the institutional reform, but only few of them were reflected 

in the Lisbon Treaty. The biggest failure of these countries 

was the new calculation of the qualified majority in the 

Council that led to a substantial reduction of their voting 

power. The Treaty itself was refused by major parts of 

political spectrum, especially in the Czech Republic and 

Poland.  Presidents of both countries were huge opponents 

of the Treaty and were the last ones to ratify it. 

The third important priority that was shared by all the 

countries of the Visegrad group was the stabilization and 

further development of the Eurozone. Slovakia, as the 

unique member of the Eurozone among the Visegrad 

countries, supported all the measures taken by the EU in 

order to strengthen the economic governance of the 

Eurozone. Its policy imperative was to remain part of the 

core of the EU at any cost. The political costs of such policy 

culminated with the fall of Prime Minister Radičová 

government in 2012. Poland has been the country outside 

the Eurozone that has the biggest ambition to influence the 

future developments of Eurozone governance. It adopted a 

relatively pro-active approach, whereby it generally 

supported the measures related to the EU and EMU 

economic governance, but under the condition that they 

would be adopted at the EU and not purely Eurozone level, 

and that all the newly created structures such as Banking 

Union would remain open for the Member States that did 

not take part in them from the outset. The Czech Republic, 

on the other hand, excluded itself from the ability to shape 

the future of Eurozone by not participating in the Treaty on 

Stability, Coordination and Governance in the Economic and 

Monetary Union (TSCG).  

Three Visegrad countries (Poland, Hungary and the 

Czech Republic) also focused on the preparation and 

conduct of their Presidencies in the Council of the EU. 
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The Czech Presidency agenda was light in the area of the 

Institutions and the EMU as the Lisbon Treaty was already 

concluded and in the final stages of its ratification. The 

Polish and Hungarian presidency priorities in the area of 

institutions and EMU concentrated on the successful 

negotiation of the Six-pack legislation – the major reform of 

the EU and EMU economic governance. 

For Hungary one of the top priorities was to close the 

Excessive Deficit Procedure (EDP) – the corrective arm 

of the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP). All the Visegrad 

countries faced the EDP at some point and had to 

implement austerity measures in order to close it.  However, 

only in the case of Hungary there was a serious threat of 

suspension of payments from the Cohesion Fund, and thus 

the matter of closing the EDP became a top policy priority. 

 

EU Single Market 
In the area of the EU single market, we can identify 

the following priorities being mentioned by most of the 

researchers from individual Visegrad countries: EU funds, 

free movement of labour, free movement of services and 

energy policy. Other issues mentioned in the individual 

papers were: the mutual recognition in the free movement 

of goods (Czech Republic), transport policy and regulation 

on land acquisition (Hungary) and convergence to the EU-

15 (Slovakia).  

Securing the high inflow of EU funds, mainly from 

the EU Structural and Cohesion policy (but also from the 

Common Agricultural Policy), was explicitly mentioned as 

one of the top policy priorities in the Polish and Slovak 

papers.  It was also mentioned among other policy priorities 

by the Czech paper. Although the Hungarian paper did not 

mention this issue directly, we can assume that it was also 

important policy for the Hungarian government. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, the Hungarian 

government put a lot of effort in terminating the Excessive 

Deficit Procedure against the country when the risk of 

suspension of payments from the Cohesion fund emerged. 

Visegrad countries were very successful in securing a high 

inflow of EU funds mainly from the EU Structural and 

Cohesion policy. In the Multiannual Financial Framework 

2007 – 2013, the four countries received one of the highest 

payments per capita from these policies, which put them 

among the top net recipients from the EU budget. While 

they were successful in securing the high inflow of funds, 

they were much less successful in their spending of them, 

especially the Czech Republic and Slovakia. There, the EU 

funds were accompanied with huge problems regarding the 

intensity of the administrative burden, corruption and 

misuse of funds that several times led to their suspension 

and the lack of desired impact  

The further deepening and liberalization of the 

free movement of services belonged among the top 

policy priorities for Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary. 

These countries supported the proposal from the 

Commission on the new Service Directive that would 

recognize the principle of “country of origin”. This principle 

would enable the provision of services across the EU while 

complying only with the relevant laws in the home state. 

Visegrad countries wanted to make use of their comparative 

advantage - lower labour costs to boost the provision of 

services from their companies and entrepreneurs across the 

EU.  At the end, strong opposition from the “old” EU Member 

States as well as Trade Unions watered down the legislation 

and the country of origin rule was cut from the Services 

Directive. 

Free movement of labor and more specifically 

lifting restrictions on employment of workers from new EU 

member states belonged among the top priorities for the 

Czech Republic and Slovakia.  They were partially successful 

in this area, when most of the EU countries except from 

Germany and Austria lifted the restrictions before the 

maximum 7 years. Paradoxically, although not mentioned 

as a priority in Poland and Hungary, it is mostly citizens of 

these two countries that made use of the free movement of 

labour, while in case the Czech Republic the number of 

people working in other Member States remained very low. 

Energy policy and especially the security of energy 

supplies was a shared priority for all the Visegrad countries. 

The energy supplies of all the countries are dependent on 

Russia. Their effort to increase energy security aimed at the 

diversification of the energy sources (Poland and the Czech 

Republic) and into diversification of energy supplies routes 
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(all the countries).  However, the countries many times 

diverged on individual priorities, especially vis-à-vis 

European policies, e.g. Czech and Slovak strong refusal of 

regulation of the energy mix at the EU level due to strong 

position of nuclear energy or competing routes for North-

South gas interconnection.  

 

Freedom, Security and Justice 
As in the area of Institutions and the EMU, researchers 

in individual Visegrad countries identified the quick entry 

into the Schengen Area as a top policy priority. This is due 

to the fact that entry to Schengen can be seen from the 

institutional point of few as a further step towards full-

fledged membership in the EU, but on the other it mainly 

concerns the adoption of legislative and non-legislative 

measures in the area of Freedom, Security and Justice. 

These measures included the adoption of the Schengen 

acquis, building border infrastructure, preparing the state 

administration for effective border management, and 

introducing visas for third country nationals. Once the 

Visegrad countries entered the Schengen area, their 

attention turned to its enlargement to Bulgaria and Romania 

and became the strongest supporters of membership of 

these two countries in the Schengen area. 

All the Visegrad countries also considered security 

and migration cooperation with the Western Balkans 

and Eastern Neighborhood states as a priority. However, 

they have notably differed in the issue of the visa 

liberalization. While Hungary and Poland belonged among 

the strongest supporters of visa free regime with the 

Western Balkans and Eastern neighborhood states, the 

Czech Republic and Slovakia adopted a much more reserved 

policy. This was thanks to the strong role of the ministries 

of interior of both countries that stressed the potential 

security concerns related to visa-free regime. 

One of the top policy priorities for Slovakia and Poland 

was the area of harmonization of civil law. For example, 

they have fought against a clause in the future Hague 

programme that foresaw the adoption of measures for 

mutual recognition of registered civil partnerships of same 

sex couples in the EU. On the other hand, Hungary and the 

Czech Republic shared the priority to secure the visa 

waiver programme to the United States for their 

countries. The Czech Republic especially put a lot of effort 

on the bilateral level towards this aim, which resulted in 

dramatically worsening of the relations with the European 

Commission, which wanted to find a solution on Union level 

that would enable visa free travel for all of the EU Member 

States. 

 

External Relations 
The Eastern Partnership policy was the number one 

priority for all the Visegrad countries. This originally Polish-

Swedish initiative to give a political upgrade to the European 

neighborhood policy (ENP) and to balance the orientation of 

the EU to the southern neighborhood was quickly supported 

by the other Visegrad countries. The Eastern Partnership 

policy was established at the European Council summit in 

Prague during the Czech Presidency of the Council of the 

EU, meaning there a strong ownership of this policy also in 

the Czech Republic. Visegrad countries, unlike most of the 

“old” EU Member States do see a perspective of 

membership in the EU for the countries in Eastern Europe. 

One of the most important priorities for the Visegrad 

countries was the quick conclusion of Association Treaties 

that include also Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 

Agreements (DCFTA) with the Eastern Partnership countries 

that would be interested (Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova and 

Armenia). Most of the efforts of the Visegrad countries were 

channeled to the most “promising” Eastern Partnership 

states: Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia; however, also 

Belarus and the support for civil society in this country was 

identified as a shared priority. 

EU enlargement policy, especially regarding 

association and accession process with Western Balkans 

countries was a top foreign policy priority for Hungary and 

Slovakia. In the case of the Czech Republic, although being 

declared as a foreign policy priority, specific support 

remained mostly on the declaratory level. Poland on the 

other hand did not consider this issue as the crucial one. 

Slovakia and Hungary played an important role in pushing 

forward the accession process of Croatia and were also 



December 2015 
 

6 

quite active in supporting the integration ambitions of 

Macedonia and Serbia. Slovakia differed significantly from 

other Visegrad states in relation to Kosovo, as it refused to 

recognize its declaration of independence. Slovakia belongs 

among the five EU Member States that do not recognize 

Kosovo’s independence (the others being Spain, Greece, 

Romania and Cyprus).  

Transatlantic relations –relations with mainly the 

United States were a top foreign policy priority for the Czech 

Republic. This has been the legacy of the close relationship 

between the U.S. and the Czech Republic before the EU 

accession based on the value-oriented foreign policy of 

Vaclav Havel. Although the relationship with the United 

States were also a crucial issue for Polish political 

leadership, this relation was rather bilateral and Poland 

efforts to shape the EU policy with the United States was 

rather limited. 

Democracy and Transition Promotion were top 

foreign policy priorities for Poland and the Czech Republic. 

Both countries focused their efforts mainly on the Eastern 

Partnership countries, while the Czech Republic also 

supplemented its efforts towards Western Balkans and 

selected countries with autocratic regimes (Cuba and 

Myanmar), and Poland towards North African countries 

(Libya, Tunisia and Egypt). Polish and Czech efforts were 

visible also in the efforts to reform the European Instrument 

on Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR). On the initiative 

of Poland, the EU has also created a more flexible tool to 

support democracy promotion in the European 

neighborhood, called the European Endowment for 

Democracy (EED). 

Other priorities of the individual countries included: 

relations with Russia (Poland), minority issues in 

neighboring countries (Hungary) and the Visegrad regional 

cooperation (Slovakia). 
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Policy priorities in next ten years of 

the EU membership 

Institutions and EMU 
Few priorities that are shared by all can be identified 

in the area of Institutions and EMU. All the Visegrad 

countries strongly perceive the challenges to the unity of 

the EU. Differing attitudes towards deepening of European 

integration, the question of Great Britain leaving the EU or 

the different opinions on economic governance jeopardize 

future unity of the EU. Visegrad countries are one of the 

biggest beneficiaries of EU integration and hence we can 

expect that they will remain committed to its continuation. 

They share the idea that mainly the Community method 

with a strong role of the European Commission can 

ensure EU unity and secures that the interests of Visegrad 

states will be taken into account. In this respect, they will 

be hesitant to accept further politicization of the 

Commission. All the Visegrad countries are also rather 

skeptical towards deep institutional changes that would 

require substantial reform of the Treaties. Although they 

acknowledge the necessity for further strengthening of the 

EU and Eurozone economic governance, they would prefer 

a rather gradual approach within the current institutional 

framework. They also stress the openness of all new 

governance structures, such as the Banking Union, even 

for the Member States that have decided not participate 

from the beginning. 

Slovakia is the only Visegrad state that adopted the 

single currency, which puts it into a different position with 

different priorities. The main aim of Slovakia is to remain in 

the institutional core of the EU.  Slovakia will support all the 

measures strengthening the foundations of the EMU and 

maintaining overall fiscal responsibility. Poland and the 

Czech Republic share the priority of Eurozone accession, 

while the issue is not on the agenda in the case of Hungary. 

The Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán declared that 

Hungary would adopt Euro, only in case that the level of its 

GDP per capita reaches 90% of that of the Eurozone. Poland 

and the Czech Republic fulfill the Maastricht criteria, so the 

decision to enter remains a political one. In the case of both 

countries, the main obstacles for the quick introduction of 

Euro will be insufficient political and public support.  

 

EU Single Market 
The priorities of the Visegrad countries in the area of 

the EU single market will not differ a lot from those 

promoted in the first ten years of their EU membership. 

Energy policy, free movement of services and free 

movement of labour were mentioned in most of the country 

papers. The main reason for this is the fact that Visegrad 

countries were not able to achieve the desired level of 

integration of the EU single market. The deepening of the 

EU single market and liberalization of trade will remain a 

priority. Moreover, in the light of recent developments in the 

EU, they fear that some of the achievements might be 

challenged. This relates mainly to the free movement of 

labour, which is one of the most sensitive issues for the 

Visegrad countries. Their joint priority is two-fold: 1. To 

maintain the free movement of people within the EU single 

market (the negotiations of the deal with the UK will be 

important here); 2. To reverse the brain drain that started 

in the last couple of years and to attract the qualified 

workforce that is missing in all the Visegrad countries. 

All the countries support the creation of the Energy 

Union, although in the Hungarian case, its effort to 

centralize energy provision policy might become 

problematic. The Czech Republic and Slovakia will on the 

other hand continue to defend their regulatory autonomy 

concerning the use of nuclear energy. Increasing the energy 

supplies security through the diversification of energy 

sources and supply routes will remain a top priority for all 

the Visegrad countries in the next decade.  Poland and 

Slovakia will continue to push back against the Russian 

projects in the area of gas transport that would bypass 

pipelines lying on their territory (currently mainly Nord 

Stream II). 

All the Visegrad countries will continue to promote 

further liberalization of the services provision, especially 

the removal of the remaining obstacles. One of the priorities 

explicitly mentioned by most of the country papers is the 

Digital Union. Visegrad countries seem to be are aware of 
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the risk of the middle-income trap and the need for 

restoration of the convergence processes with the rest of 

the EU.  An important issue for all them will be the 

negotiation of the next Multiannual Financial Framework, 

especially in relation to the continuation of provision of EU 

funds. 

 

Freedom, Security and Justice 
Without any doubt the top policy priorities for the 

upcoming years will be the issues of migration and the 

Schengen area. Migration crisis that hit the EU in 2015 

made the Visegrad countries harmonize their positions on 

this issue. Countries wish for the reinforcement of EU 

external borders and strict implementation of the Dublin 

system, under which the country where the asylum seeker 

first time entered Schengen territory for this first time is 

responsible for handling its asylum procedure. Visegrad 

countries united especially on the refusal of any system of 

compulsory quotas for the relocation or resettlement of the 

asylum seekers. On the other hand, they support measures 

leading to stronger protection of the EU external border, 

such as the implementation of the entry-exit system and the 

creation of the European Border and Coast Guard. 

The Visegrad countries also changed their position 

towards the accession of Bulgaria, Romania and 

Croatia to the Schengen Area. Nowadays, their support 

for Schengen enlargement is lukewarm. The main reason 

for this change of attitudes is the current migration crisis 

and the doubts over their preparedness to sufficiently 

protect their external Schengen border.  

As far as legal migration is concerned, the Visegrad 

countries understand the necessity to acquire skilled labour 

force from third countries given the overstretch of their 

national markets. Hence, they will focus on the issue of legal 

migration to the EU. A big question mark remains over the 

Visegrad countries’ attitudes towards Eastern neighborhood 

countries.  Hungary and Poland may join Slovakia and 

Poland in their rather reserved position towards the visa-

free regime with these countries. In the case of Poland and 

Slovakia, we can expect a continued reserved position 

towards harmonization of the family law, more 

specifically a strong rebuttal of the European solution that 

proposed mutual recognition of registered partnerships or 

civil unions. 

 

External Relations 
Recent developments in the EU neighborhood, such as 

the conflicts in Ukraine, Syria and Libya or the migration 

crisis will certainly influence policy priorities in the area of 

external relations. The Eastern Partnership policy and 

association of Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia will certainly 

remain a top priority for all the Visegrad countries. This will 

include proper implementation of Deep and Comprehensive 

Free Trade Agreements with the above-mentioned 

countries and support for the continuation of their political 

and economic transitions. Visegrad states will likely support 

inclusion of the security dimension in the Eastern 

Partnership policy.  

Although the policy towards Russia will certainly be 

one of the most important issues, Visegrad countries will 

maintain a different approach. Poland and most probably 

also the Czech Republic will advocate the strategy of “smart 

deterrence of Russia” and will support the normalization of 

relations with Russia, only under the condition that Russia 

will cease its destabilization of Ukraine (however, it is not 

clear whether this condition would also include Russia’s 

withdrawal from Crimea). Hungary and Slovakia on the 

other hand has adopted a much softer tone against Russia 

(although so far they have supported all the EU sanctions 

against Russia). 

A relatively new priority for most of the Visegrad states 

will be the further development of the EU Common 

Security and Defense Policy, including the discussions 

on deepening EU competences, ranging even to the 

creation of an EU Army. 

Relations with United States will largely depend on the 

outcome of the next presidential elections, although a joint 

priority of the Visegrad countries is the confirmation of the 

status quo, whereby the United States would remain the 

main guarantor of peace in Europe. The conclusion of 

Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) is 
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important for all the Visegrad countries, although given their 

role in the negotiations, they will likely not have a great 

leverage over the Treaty.  

Democracy and Human Rights promotion is likely to 

remain a priority for Poland and the Czech Republic, while 

Hungary and Slovakia will focus rather on development 

cooperation. Support for Western Balkans EU enlargement 

will officially remain a priority for Hungary, Slovakia and the 

Czech Republic, although not much success can be 

expected in this respect thanks to the lukewarm attitude of 

the other EU Member States as well as of the current 

Commission. All the Visegrad countries will pay more and 

more attention to trade relations with China, as they all 

compete with one another for Chinese investments. 
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Consensus 

The question of the accession to the European Union 

was a matter of a broad political consensus in all the 

Visegrad countries., and so was the priority to join the 

Schengen Area. The question of deeper integration and 

membership in the Economic and Monetary Union is on the 

other hand one where there has been little consensus in 

Visegrad countries (except for Slovakia). In the area of the 

internal market and Freedom, Security and Justice, the level 

of consensus witnessed in individual Visegrad countries is 

relatively high. The same can be said also about the area of 

external relations with the exception of differing positions 

concerning the relations with Russia. Overall, the highest 

consensus on priorities in the EU policy can be seen coming 

from Slovakia.  

 

Czech Republic 
The lack of consensus among political elites was 

clearly seen in the case of the further deepening of 

integration as regards to the negotiation and ratification 

of the Lisbon Treaty. One bare cleavage was laid out 

between then President Klaus (against) and the 

government, and another one between the political parties 

(Communists were against) and even between members of 

the same party (Civic Democrats – ODS). A similar lack of 

consensus can be seen in the opinions on the introduction 

of euro in the country and in the case of further deepening 

of the European integration. This disagreement will not 

likely to change in upcoming years. A relatively high level of 

consensus can be seen in the area of the internal market 

(with a focus on removing mobility barriers and a relative 

neglect of the social dimension of the internal market) and 

in the area of Freedom, Security and Justice. The 

administration, rather than political leadership, is the main 

driver on these issues (with the exception of migration). The 

consensus in both areas might endure except for the issue 

of the acceptance of the social dimension of European 

integration. In case of external relations, the level of 

                                                      

1  Hungarian policy papers and country paper developed in the 
Framework of the Visegrad in the EU – How Much Do We Matter, 
did not properly address the issue of consensus in EU affairs. 

consensus is relatively high (EU enlargement, Eastern 

Partnership, Democracy and Human Rights promotion), 

except for the differing opinions on relations with Russia. 

 

Hungary1 
 

In the areas of the EU Presidency, the Eastern 

Partnership, the Western Balkans or joining the Schengen 

Area, the different left- and right-wing governments 

achieved a consensus. Although they had different opinions 

on the provisions of the Lisbon Treaty, they were eventually 

endorsed by widespread consensus. 

 

Poland 
 

As in the Czech Republic, the political elites in Poland 

are divided on the EU institutional and EMU issues. 

While the conservative right-wing party Law and Justice 

(PiS) has been a traditional opponent of deeper integration 

and always refused accession to the Eurozone, their main 

political rival, the liberal Civic Platform (PO) could be 

labelled as a moderate supporter of the deepening of EU 

integration. These differences were exposed during the 

negotiations of the Lisbon Treaty or TSCG. Former President 

Bronislaw Komorowski, nominee of PO, for example openly 

declared the necessity to enter the Eurozone as quickly as 

possible. In the next decade, the different opinions of these 

parties over the future EU development are likely to remain, 

or even to increase. 

In the area of Internal Market and Freedom, 

Security and Justice, Polish political elites reached a 

relatively high degree of consensus. Different positions on 

the relocation quotas pushed through the Council after the 

outburst of the migration crisis should however be 

highlighted. 
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Polish political elites also reached a broad consensus 

on the external relations, regarding their strong support 

for the Eastern Partnership policy or the transatlantic 

orientation of Poland. PiS and PO differed mainly in their 

attitudes towards Russia. While PiS promoted a rather 

assertive approach (especially after the Smolensk tragedy), 

PO admitted a certain degree of openness. The conflict in 

Ukraine has brought their stances closer together and the 

consensus on a cautious but assertive policy towards Russia 

is likely to remain in upcoming years. 

 

Slovakia 
 

Slovak political representation has always showed a 

high degree of political consensus in all the analysed areas. 

Accession to the European Union, entry to the Schengen 

area and Eurozone were a matter of broad political 

consensus. Different opinions emerged only during the 

negotiation of the Lisbon Treaty, although at the end the 

Treaty was endorsed by a strong majority of political 

parties. Paradoxically, the former government of Prime 

Minister Iveta Radičová lost its vote of confidence due to 

disagreement of then coalition party Freedom and Solidarity 

(SaS) with the additional guarantees provided towards the 

European Financial Stability facility (EFSF).  

The level of consensus is also very high in the area of 

Freedom, Security and Justice. Most of the Slovak 

political elite share a same opinion on the issues that are 

traditionally divisive in other EU countries, such as the 

refusal of the relocation quotas, or the refusal to recognize 

registered partnerships or civil unions. Similarly, the same 

level of consensus can be seen in the area of the internal 

market, where Slovakia is traditionally a supporter of 

liberalisation of trade, deepening of the internal market and 

refusal of the introduction of EU taxes. 

In the area of external relations, there is a strong 

political consensus in most of the priority issues such as the 

EU enlargement towards Western Balkans, refusal of the 

recognition of Kosovo’s independence or Eastern 

Partnership policy. Different attitudes can be seen as 

regards the relations with Russia. 
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Impact at the EU level and coalitions 

With the exception of Poland, the ambitions of the 

Visegrad countries to have impact at the EU level were 

mostly concentrated around the period of their presidencies 

of the Council of the European Union. The most important 

success of the Visegrad countries was their relatively quick 

accession to the Schengen zone, despite the cold attitudes 

of several “old” Member States. Other important successes, 

where the Visegrad countries shared same interests were in 

securing high level of funds flowing to the region in the form 

of EU Cohesion and Structural policy for both Multiannual 

Financial Frameworks (2007 -2013 and 2013-2020), the 

creation of the Eastern Partnership Policy and the successful 

accession of Croatia into the EU. Poland has achieved the 

openness of the newly created EMU structures, such as the 

Eurosummit meetings or Banking Union for countries that 

do not participate in the Eurozone. The Czech Republic 

succeeded during the negotiations of the Lisbon Treaty, 

when the so-called “reversed flexibility” was included into 

the Treaty. Together with Poland, they have also succeeded 

to influence EU foreign policy to increase the importance of 

democracy promotion. They also managed to turn the 

attention to Russia and to the retention of Russia’s divide 

and conquer policy vis-à-vis the EU. On the other hand, 

Slovakia and Hungary have not achieved remarkable impact 

at the EU level. In many areas, the impact of the Visegrad 

countries was limited to killing the initiatives that were not 

in their interests. For example, the migration crisis that took 

Europe by storm in 2015 brought the Visegrad countries 

closer to each other, and they have so far been able to block 

Commission’s intentions to create a permanent relocation 

mechanism that would enable relocating migrants from the 

countries that are under the biggest migration pressures, 

such as Greece and Italy.  

The Visegrad countries share many similar interests 

and priorities that predetermine them to form a natural 

coalition within the EU. However, in the first years of their 

EU membership the Visegrad group was losing its 

importance in the eyes of the individual countries as its main 

mission to pave the way for the EU accession had been 

accomplished. Poland, as the biggest country in the group, 

preferred to act on its own or to ally with other “big” 

countries within the EU. Other Visegrad countries did not 

have strong ambitions to act as policy maker in the EU 

agenda, thus their interest to use the Visegrad group as a 

form of interest group was limited. Their decisions to take 

part in the coalitions were rather ad hoc and based on 

current preferences.  A breakthrough initiative to minimize 

the marginalisation of the group was the initiative of the 

2010-2011 Slovak presidency in the Visegrad group to 

organize meetings of Visegrad Prime Ministers ahead of 

every European Council meeting. This intensification of 

communication and relations was also transferred to the 

lower governance levels. With the outburst of the migration 

crisis, the Visegrad countries understood that once there are 

able to harmonize their stances, their opinion could not be 

ignored by the EU institutions or “big” Member States such 

as Germany or France. For the next decade, the impact of 

the Visegrad countries will depend on several factors: 1. 

Whether they will be able to remain (Slovakia) or get into 

the core Europe (other Visegrad countries); 2. Their ability 

to act more as policy makers rather than passive policy 

takers or even policy killers; 3. The way crucial decisions are 

made in the EU, where the Community method is much 

more favourable for them in promoting  their interests; 4. 

Their ability and willingness to speak with one voice and 

also to function as a gravity centre for other states such as 

Slovenia, Croatia, Bulgaria, Romania and the Baltic States; 

5. Their ability to maintain high-level dialogue with crucial 

EU Member States, especially Germany AND FRANCE. 
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Conclusions 

The first ten years of the Visegrad countries 

membership in the European Union can be characterized as 

a period of learning: learning how the decision-making 

process in the EU functions, and learning how they can 

pursue their policy priorities, for example through building 

and participating in coalitions of like-minded countries. A 

very important incentive in this respect was their Presidency 

in the Council of the EU (except for Slovakia that will hold 

Presidency in second half of 2016) that enabled them to 

have a real influence on the definition of the Union’s 

agenda. 

From the first moment of their membership, all the 

Visegrad countries strived to achieve the so-called full-

fledged membership. That meant entering the Schengen 

area, achieving the quick abolition of restrictions on the free 

movement of labour and - before the onset of the financial 

and economic crisis in Europe, membership in the EMU. In 

this respect, Slovakia was the unique Visegrad country that 

managed to accomplish this overarching priority.  

Another important momentum-creating moment was 

the negotiation of the Lisbon Treaty, when all the Visegrad 

countries had to define and defend their interests in the 

grand institutional bargaining. This was followed by the 

relatively fast development of the EU and the EMU economic 

governance in the aftermath of the crisis, where the 

bargaining power of the Visegrad countries (except from 

Slovakia) was very low, as they were not members of the 

EMU. Especially in the area of the Institutions and the EMU, 

all these countries also suffered from the lack of consensus 

amongst their political elite. In other areas, the Internal 

Market, the External Relations, and Freedom, Security and 

Justice, the level of consensus reached in the individual 

countries was relatively high.   

Visegrad countries acted most of the time and on most 

of the issues as policy takers. They rarely came with original 

ideas and tried to push their positions through the formation 

of coalitions of supportive Member States.  However, there 

are examples of successful initiatives such as the Eastern 

Partnership policy, the accession of Croatia or securing of 

the preservation of a strong influx of EU funds to the region. 

More often than not, the Visegrad countries used their 

power to act as policy killers. Many examples can be found 

especially in the area of Freedom, Security and Justice.  

One has to highlight the importance of the Visegrad 

cooperation within the EU. Although, right after the 

accession in 2004, it seemed to be needless, especially few 

last years showed that the Visegrad countries 

acknowledged that cooperation among them is vital. They 

understood that if acting as a group, they have much bigger 

chance to push their priorities. Even in the areas where their 

positions differ, they learnt to exchange opinions and inform 

each other on their intentions.   

For the next decade, the Visegrad cooperation will face 

many challenges. Slovakia, as a member of the Eurozone, 

will have to pay more and more attention to the relations 

with the crucial EMU countries. Poland, as a relatively big 

Member State, will have 1 stronger ambition to influence 

the EU policy making and it may have the tendency to 

ignore the Visegrad group and to focus on the cooperation 

within Weimer triangle. Very different positions of individual 

Visegrad countries, for example in the area of external 

relations, may also negatively influence cooperation in other 

areas. Still, it seems that in the next decade, the Visegrad 

countries will maintain many shared priorities and positions 

that they can pursue jointly.

 


