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THE ROLE OF VISEGRAD GROUP AND 
ITS PROSPECT: AN OUTSIDER’S VIEW
KONG TIANPING

ABSTRACT
The Visegrad Group is a major sub-regional organizations in Europe, its economic and 
political position on the continent cannot be ignored. The Visegrad Group should be re-
garded as the carrier of the ideal of Central Europe, the arena for regional cooperation and 
the platform to defend interests of member states. The Visegrad Group cannot only wield 
clout within the EU, but has also carried out fruitful cooperation with some countries and 
sub-regions in Europe. The Visegrad Group’s credible voice can be heard within the EU 
concerning the decision-making regarding its members and the European Union, since 
the Visegrad Group is no longer the passive recipient of EU decisions. Through the form 
of V4+, the Group is building new ways of cooperation with other countries or regions. 
Against the backdrop of political changes in V4 and crisis-stricken Europe, to some ex-
tent, the role of the Visegrad Group may be restricted. The rift between the V4 and West 
Europe may weaken the position of the Visegrad Group in the international arena.

KEYWORDS: VISEGRAD GROUP,  CENTRAL EUROPE,  REGIONAL COOPERATION 

The Visegrad Group is one of the most important sub-regional organizations in Eu-
rope. It has drawn wide-ranging attention in academic community as well as the cir-
cle of decision-makers in the world, especially major powers. In the past 26 years, the 
Visegrad Group has passed different tests, but whether it still has future, remains a 
topic of hot debate. This paper will provide an outsider’s view on the role of the Viseg-
rad Group and its prospect.

UNDERSTANDING THE POSITION OF VISEGRAD GROUP

The Economic position of the Visegrad Group:
The Visegrad Group, oftentimes referred to as Visegrad 4 or V4, is one of the most 
important regional organizations in Europe. The population of the Visegrad Group is 
about 64.3 million, which accounts for 12.67% of the population of the EU. Based on 
Eurostat statistics, the combined GDP of the Visegrad countries in 2016 was EUR 
1354 billion (PPS at current price) , which accounts for 9.1% of GDP of EU 28. The 
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average GDP (PPP) per capita for the Visegrad Group in 2016 is equivalent to 75.2% 
of the level of EU 28. The Visegrad countries are members of the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Czech Republic joined the OECD In 
December 1995, as the first post-communist country to join the organization. Then 
it was followed by Hungary and Poland in 1996. Slovakia became a member of the 
OECD in December 2000. According to the definition of the world bank, the Visegrad 
states are high income countries. Based on data from the World Bank, the GDP of the 
Visegrad Group in 2016 was $876 billion. If V4 were a country, it could claim the 17th 
place in GDP rankings of the world. 

After the big-bang enlargement of the European Union in 2004, the Visegrad coun-
tries have achieved quite good economic results compared to the other post-com-
munist transition economies. In 2003, V4’s economic aggregate was only about 3.7% 
of the EU with 28 countries. 10 years later, in 2013, nominal GDP was equivalent to 
5.4% of the EU. If we look at the share of V4’s foreign trade in GDP, it increased from 
5.8% to 9.1% in 2013. GDP (in PPS) per capita for V4 as a whole increased from 49% 
of the level of EU 15 in 2003 to 65% in 2013. It is amazing to note that Visegrad Group 
narrowed its income gap with EU 15 by one third. In terms of record of economic 
growth, the growth rate of Poland and Slovakia is much higher than that of the de-
veloped Czech Republic, while Hungary lags behind its neighbors due to inadequate 
economic policy in the early 2000s. Double deficit and unorthodox measures in Hun-
gary from 2003 to 2006 had undermined its growth potential, while Poland and Slo-
vakia have caught up and overtaken Hungary. Generally speaking, the quality of life in 
the Czech Republic, Poland and Slovakia has improved significantly,  while Hungary’s 
quality of life has suffered due to the financial crisis. In the first decade of their EU 
membership, the GDP per capita of Slovakia and Poland has doubled, the GDP per 
capita in the Czech Republic has increased by 70%, and in Hungary it has increased 
by 36%. In terms of growth of GDP per capita, The Visegrad states’ performance is 
better than the EU 15, the 15 old member states. The total exports of the Visegrad 
Group rose from EUR 155 billion  in 2003 to 398 billion  in 2013. In 2003, V4 exports 
ranked sixth within the EU in 2013, then they rose to the fourth place in 2013. Since 
2003, the V4’s export to the outside of the EU has doubled. As major Western Euro-
pean manufacturing giants have transferred their production base to Central Europe, 
the Visegrad countries have become the workshop of Europe, automobile manufac-
turing is the leading export industry. The automobile manufacturing industry in V4 is 
only second to Germany in the EU1. 

The Visegrad countries are the main beneficiaries of the EU enlargement. First of 
all, the Visegrad countries joined one of the largest single markets in the world, with 
more than 500 million consumers, and companies in V4 can benefit from the expan-
sion of the market. As the market opens, some monopolies such as energy, telecom-
munications and aviation have to open up to the competition, which has a positive 
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impact on consumers. Secondly, the Visegrad countries benefit from EU funds, the 
Structural and Cohesion Fund is the most important tool. The Visegrad Four coun-
tries received EUR 130.9 billion  from 2007 to 2013. The Visegrad states make full 
use of EU funds to invest in infrastructure, environment, SMEs, and research and 
development etc. It is estimated that the Visegrad countries will have received EUR 
135.4 billion from 2014 to 2020. The cohesion policy has a positive effect on GDP 
growth. It is estimated that if the EU fund is effectively utilized, Czech Republic’s an-
nual economic growth rate will increase by an additional 0.3%, Hungary’s growth will 
increase by and additional 0.7%, and Slovakia and Poland will grow by an additional 
0.5%. Furthermore, the Visegrad states have benefited from the common agricultural 
policy of the European Union. It is expected that the Visegrad Group will receive EUR 
57.4 billion in 2014-2020. Other items such as the Horizon 2020 Project (investment 
in R & D ), Connecting Europe Facility (European transport, energy and telecommuni-
cations infrastructure) and Erasmus project (the exchange of teachers and students 
within Europe) contributes to improve the competitiveness of the Visegrad countries. 
Slovak foreign minister Miroslav Lajčák proudly declared that after 10 years of EU 
enlargement, V4 has become one of Europe’s most dynamic and stable economies 
in the region, with a sound banking system, reasonable debt ratio, and long-term 
growth prospects of health2. Compared to other economies in transition in Central 
and Eastern Europe, the Visegrad countries are in a better economic position. 

TABLE 1 POPULATION OF THE VISEGRAD GROUP 2014

SOURCE: EUROSTAT

Country/Region Population

Czech Republic 10 512 419

Hungary 9 879 000

Poland 38 495 659

Slovakia 5 415 949

Visegrad Group 64 303 027

EU 28 507 416 607

TABLE 2 GDP OF THE VISEGRAD GROUP 

(AT CURRENT PRICE) 2014

SOURCE: EUROSTAT

Country/region GDP per capita EUR GDP billion EUR

Czech Republic 14700 1550

Hungary 10500 1030

Poland 10700 4130
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Country/region GDP per capita EUR GDP billion EUR

Slovakia 13900 750

Visegrad Group 12450 7460

EU 28 27300 130 750

TABLE 3  GDP PER CAPITA (PPS)% OF THE EU 15

SOURCE: EUROSTAT, ERSTE GROUP RESEARCH.

Czech Republic Hungary Poland Slovakia

2003 67% 55% 43% 49%

2013 74% 62% 63% 71%

The political status of the Visegrad Group
The Visegrad countries are active participants in the European integration and Euro-At-
lantic integration, they are member states of the EU and NATO. Poland, Hungary and 
the Czech Republic joined NATO in March 1999, while Slovakia finalized the process 
of NATO accession 5 years later, in March 2004. The Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland 
and Slovakia joined the European Union on May 1, 2004. The V4’s dual membership of 
EU and NATO has enhanced the position of these countries in Europe and in the inter-
national arena as well.

The Visegrad states are not heavyweights within the NATO. The armed forces of 
individual Visegrad countries have limited troops, the ratio of defense expenditure in 
GDP is lower than the average level of NATO. Poland is the only exception, it has spent 
more than 2% GDP on defense after 2014. The military capability of the Visegrad 
Group is not strong enough to deal with possible external threats. On the occasion 
of the 20th anniversary of the founding of the Visegrad Group, NATO Secretary Gener-
al Rasmussen commended Visegrad Group’s contribution to NATO, called Visegrad 
states the shining examples of democracy and solidarity, and stated that the Viseg-
rad states do not only enhance the regional stability and security in Europe, but also 
increase the vitality of NATO. The Visegrad Group tries to speak in a common voice 
in NATO, although V4 states have different views on Russia. Before the NATO Chica-
go Summit held in 2011, the Visegrad Group issued a joint statement, which called 
for strengthening cooperation to hold joint military exercises on the territory of the 
country on the V4 within NATO. The Visegrad Group seeks to overcome the obstacles 
in order to make a breakthrough in the field of military cooperation in recent years. A 
joint Communiqué of the Ministers of Defense of the Visegrad Group was signed in 
May 2012, committed to establish the Visegrad Group European Union Battlegroup. 
The V4 Prime Ministers signed the Budapest Joint Statement of the Visegrad Group 
Heads of Government on Strengthening the V4 Security and Defense Cooperation in 
2013, which gave a new boost for the V4 defense cooperation. The V4 Ministers of 
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Defense signed three strategic documents in 2014: Long Term Vision of the Visegrad 
Countries on Deepening their Defense Cooperation, Framework for Enhanced Viseg-
rad Defense Planning Cooperation and Memorandum of Understanding on Estab-
lishment of the V4 EU BG. It opened a new chapter in the V4 defense cooperation, 
and some observers considered it as a milepost event in this field. . The V4 defense 
ministers also decided that the first joint military exercise will be held in the second 
half of 2016. The defense minister of the Czech Republic, Martin Stropnicky stressed 
that the common position of the four countries on the issue of defense could have 
an impact on NATO’s handling of important issues. The Ukrainian crisis highlights 
the strategic position of the Visegrad Group in NATO, Poland strongly demanded to 
increase NATO’s military presence in the region. 

As member states of the EU, the Visegrad countries are active participants in Euro-
pean affairs.  In fact, the Visegrad Group may play a role as lobby or pressure group in 
the EU. To some extent, the Visegrad group’s voting weight will affect the EU agenda. 
If the Visegrad Four obtains support from other new member states in the EU agen-
da, the influence of the Visegrad Group in European politics can be further enhanced. 
If we look at the distribution of voting rights in the Council of the European Union, the 
Visegrad Group is not irrelevant:  Poland has 27 votes, Czech Republic and Hungary 
have 12 votes each, and Slovakia has 7 votes. The Visegrad Group has a total of 58 
votes, it equals the combined votes of France and Germany, each having 29 votes. 
(see Table 4). When the Council of the European Union makes decisions by qualified 
majority voting, the votes from the Visegrad Group count. The Visegrad countries 
can better protect the interests of the Central and Eastern European countries in the 
EU in fields such as the Multiannual FinancialFramework (MFF), cohesion policy and 
staffing policy of European External Action Service (EEAS) and other issues in the 
Council of the European Union. The Visegrad Group leaders usually hold a meeting 
to coordinate positions on issues of common concerns within the EU before the EU 
Summit. In November 2009, the French President Sarkozy questioned the practice of 
the Visegrad Group leaders meeting before the EU Summit. Sarkozy’s criticism at the 
meeting was considered to be a double standard, because the French president also 
held a meeting with the German chancellor before the EU Summit. In response to  
some older EU member countries’ doubts, 2010 Czech prime minister Necas defend-
ed the regular meeting? of the Visegrad Group, rejected the notion that it is a closed 
club, and emphasized that the Group is willing to cooperate with other EU countries. 
He pointed out: ‘’We are not a political Masonic Lodge or anything of that kind. Our 
meetings represent legitimate negotiations between four countries who share similar 
backgrounds and interests’’.3 It should be recognized that the Visegrad Group has a 
certain political clout, the V4 countries could act as a counterweight to the predomi-
nance of France and Germany. Among the V4 countries, only Slovakia has joined the 
Eurozone so far, the other three have not yet joined the euro. Hungary has made it 
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clear that there is no timetable for joining the euro4. Two years ago, the Czech gov-
ernment under PM Bohuslav Sobotka discussed the plan to introduce euro by 2020, 
but it failed to agree to set the target date for euro adoption. The government led by 
social democrats pledged it would set a deadline of 2020 to agree on a specific euro 
adoption roadmap if it wins the reelection in 2017, unfortunately, it failed to win, the 
Czech Social Democratic Party lost out to ANO 2011 led by Andrej Babiš in parliamen-
tary elections. Mr Andrej Babiš, possible next prime minister, openly opposes euro 
adoption. To strengthen Poland’s position in Europe, in late 2014, Poland’s short-lived 
government led by Ewa Kopacz tried to debate the issue and speed up  Poland’s entry 
into the Eurozone, but failed to agree on any plausible plan for euro adoption . After 
the Party of Law and Justice won the parliamentary elections in 2015, the prospect 
of euro introduction has become dimmer, because the Party of Law and Justice op-
poses euro adoption. Three Visegrad states are outside of the Eurozone, therefore 
it is difficult to form common positions over economic affairs, which weakens the 
bargaining power of the Visegrad Group.

TABLE 4 DISTRIBUTION OF THE VOTING WEIGHT IN THE COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

SOURCE: COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

Country Voting Weight Country Voting Weight

France 29 Sweden 10

Germany 29 Bulgaria 10

United Kingdom 29 Danmark 7

Italy 29 Finland 7

Spain 27 Ireland 7

Poland 27 Croatia 7

Romania 14 Slovakia 7

Netherlands 13 Lithuania 7

Portugal 12 Cyprus 4

Belgium 12 Estonia 4

Czech Republic 12 Latvia 4

Hungary 12 Luxembourg 4

Greece 12 Slovenia 4

Austria 10 Malta 3

The Visegrad Group has expanded its influence by the V4+ format. The V4+ format 
can cover different levels of activities from summits and ministerial meetings to peo-
ple-to-people exchanges. Before the EU enlargement in 2014, a meeting of V4+ with 
Germany and France was organized to discuss main issues of EU accession. After 
the EU accession, as the V4+ format has focused on the policy coordination within the 
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EU, different configurations of V4+ format emerged, such as V4+Slovenia and Austria, 
V4+ Benelux, Sweden, V4+ Baltic states, V4+ the Baltic states and the Nordic coun-
tries, V4+ in Greece, Romania and Bulgaria, V4+ Eastern Partnership countries etc. The 
V4+ format is not limited to the EU Member States, the meeting of V4+ Sweden and 
Ukraine was held to discuss the relationship between the European Union and Ukraine 
in 2008. Even the V4+ framework is not limited to European countries, such as the V4+ 
Japan Summit, the V4+ Japan Security Seminar and the V4+ ROK ministerial meeting. 
In recent years, officials from the Visegrad countries repeatedly called for V4+ China 
meeting, Dr. Miroslav Lajčák, Slovak Minister of Foreign Affairs, put forward the initia-
tive of V4+ China dialogue in an address at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.5 

In May 2015, the V4+ China meeting at director-general level was held in Bratislava. 
The Visegrad states are active participants of 16+1 framework, China has established 
comprehensive strategic partnership with V4 states except Slovakia, so there is wide 
room to explore China-V4 cooperation.

DEFINING THE ROLE OF THE VISEGRAD GROUP

Visegrad Group as the carrier of the ideal of Central Europe
Although the concept of Central Europe is widely used, there is no unified definition 
about the region, it is hard to define the borders of Central Europe. The concept is a 
result of imagination and subjective construction, therefore, it goes beyond geographic 
definition. It is self-evident that Central Europe is between Western Europe and Eastern 
Europe, but Central Europe disappeared when it was controlled by the powers from the 
East and West. Tomas Kačerauskas assumes that “Central Europe is central being the 
centre of fight for European values including Western Christianity, liberalism, democra-
cy, justice, and historical memory”; “Central Europe is not geographical and even geo-
political notion, i.e. the subject of power expansion. Instead of this, it is more a moral 
obligation for people who fight for certain ideas to be embodied by testing them in the 
new, i.e. imagined life-world.6” 

As Rick Fawn put it, “The history of Central Europe (irrespective of however exactly 
it is defined) is hardly suggestive of cooperation. Central European history can be 
recounted as one of tensions, mutual suspicions, avarice and even violence”7. How-
ever, Central European countries rediscovered the values of the 1335 meeting of the 
Bohemian, Hungarian and Polish kings in the castle of Visegrad, and drew inspiration 
from the historical meeting after the end of the cold war. In the 30 years after the 
end of World War II, the concept of Central Europe was almost forgotten. “Mitteleuro-
pa”, the German term for Central Europe, has geopolitical connotations. Whether the 
Prussian version of Mitteleuropa or the Nazi’s modified version, the concept served 
the geopolitical needs of Germany. In the wake of the defeat of Nazi Germany, the 
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concept of Mitteleuropa lost its meaning of existence. The term “Central Europe” re-
surfaced among Eastern European intellectual elites in the middle of the 1980s;it 
is Milan Kundera, the writer, who should be given credit for spreading the concept 
of Central Europe. Mr. Kundera published the enlightening article of “the Tragedy of 
Central Europe” in the New York Review of Books in 1984. Kundera pondered the 
identity of Central Europe, “What does Europe mean to a Hungarian, a Czech, a Pole? 
For one thousand years, their nations have belonged to the part of Europe rooted in 
Roman Christianity. They have participated in every period of its history. For them, 
the ‘Europe’ does not represent a phenomenon of geography but a spiritual notion 
synonymous with the word ‘West’.8” He thought that the geographical Europe was 
divided into two parts, one part of it was related to Rome and the Catholic Church, 
and the other was tied with Byzantium and the Orthodox Church. He pointed out the 
changes after 1945, when the border between the two Europes moved westward 
for several hundreds of kilometers. Several nations, which have always considered 
that they belonged to the west, woke up to find out they were in the East. As a result, 
postwar Europe has resulted in three situations: Western Europe, Eastern Europe, and 
a complicated part of Europe situated geographically in the center, culturally in the 
West and politically in the East. He stressed that the Central European countries felt 
that the change of their destiny after 1945 was not only a political disaster, but also 
an attack on their civilization. The deep implication of their resistance is the struggle 
to preserve their identity, in other words, to preserve their Westernness9. Kundera 
argued that Central Europe is not a state: it is a culture or a fate. Its borders are imag-
inary and must be drawn and redrawn with each new historical situation. “By virtue 
of its political system, Central Europe is the East; by virtue of its cultural history, it 
is the West. But since Europe itself is in the process of losing its own cultural iden-
tity, it perceives in Central Europe nothing but a political regime; put another way, it 
sees in Central Europe only Eastern Europe”. Kundera pointed out the identity crisis 
of Central Europe, and concluded that the real tragedy of Central Europe is not Russia 
but Europe. He awakened the concept of Central Europe that had been sleeping for 
many years. Since then, the term of Central Europe returned in intellectual debate 
in East Europe, it even had some repercussions in Western Europe. György Konrád 
raised the question “Does the Dream of Central Europe Still Exist?”. He assumed that 
“being Central-European is an attitude, a Weltanschauung, an aesthetic sensitivity for 
complexity, for the polyglotness of points of view, (...) Being Central-European means, 
to consider variety as a value.”10 Czesław Miłosz defined Central Europe as a real or 
hypothetical object of a trade between the Soviet Union and Germany in 1939, “this 
Central Europe encompasses not only the area usually associated with the idea of 
‘centrality,’ but also the Baltic states.”11 The revival of the concept of Central Europe by 
writers such as Milan Kundera, György Konrád, and Czesław Miłosz, was perceived 
as an intellectual and political alternative to the Soviet-dominated ‘Eastern Europe’”12. 
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The regime change in 1989 ushered a new era for Eastern European countries, open-
ing the way for the return to Europe. After the end of the Cold War, the idea of Central 
Europe has integrated into the mainstream politics. Václav Havel saw the political 
change as the opportunity to transform Central Europe from a mainly historical and 
spiritual phenomenon into a political phenomenon13. As the 1991 Visegrad Declara-
tion stated, theVisegrad countries’ traditional, historically shaped system of mutual 
contacts, cultural and spiritual heritage and common roots of religious traditions pro-
vide a favorable basis for intensive development of cooperation14.

The Visegrad Group as the arena for Central European Cooperation
The full title of the Visegrad Declaration from 1991 is Declaration on Cooperation 
between the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic, the Republic of Poland and the Re-
public of Hungary in Striving for European Integration. As the founding document of 
Visegrad Group, it stipulated that the main purpose of this organization is to promote 
and strengthen their cooperation in European integration. The declaration pointed out 
the common objectives for Visegrad countries: full restitution of state independence, 
democracy and freedom; elimination of all existing social, economic and spiritual as-
pects of the totalitarian system; construction of a parliamentary democracy, a mod-
ern State of Law, respect for human rights and freedoms, creation of a modern free 
market economy; full involvement in the European political and economic system, as 
well as the system of security and legislation,15  It is because of the same objectives 
of the Visegrad Three (Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland) that the birth of the 
Visegrad Group became possible. 

Before the EU enlargement, the main fields of cooperation in Visegrad countries are: 
coordination and cooperation in striving for EU membership; consultations on secu-
rity affairs; trade and investment cooperation, infrastructure connectivity; ecological 
cooperation; protection of minority rights;; regional cooperation. The Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland and Slovakia finally joined the EU in May 1, 2004, so it seemed that the 
Visegrad Group completed its mission. However, the Visegrad Group was not disband-
ed. In May 12, 2004, the four prime ministers issued the Declaration of Prime Ministers 
of the Czech Republic, the Republic of Hungary, the Republic of Poland and the Slovak 
Republic on cooperation of the Visegrad Group countries after their accession to the 
European Union (referred to as Kroměříž Declaration). The declaration stated that the 
integration of the Visegrad Group countries into the European and Euro-Atlantic struc-
tures opens up new opportunities and poses new challenges for their further cooper-
ation on the issues of common interest. The Visegrad countries will continue to focus 
on regional activity and regional initiatives aimed at strengthening regional identity. The 
Visegrad Group cooperation will be based on concrete projects, it will maintain a flexible 
and open character16. Based on the Kroměříž Declaration, the Visegrad Group passed 
the Guidelines on the Future Areas of Visegrad Cooperation in 12 May, 2004, which set 
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the specific areas of cooperation. These involve cooperation within the Visegrad Group, 
cooperation within the EU and cooperation with other partners. Cooperation within 
Visegrad Group includes culture, education, youth exchanges and science, Visegrad 
International Foundation, cross-border cooperation, infrastructure, environment, com-
bating terrorism, organized crime and illegal migration, Schengen cooperation, disaster 
management, labor and social policy, the exchange of experience on foreign develop-
ment assistance policy and defense and arms industries. The guidelines are relevant 
for V4 cooperation as of 2004, when the main goal of the group was finalized.

Visegrad Group as the Platform for Defense of Common Interests
In order to protect the interests of Visegrad states, the Visegrad Group coordinate 
wide-ranging  issues within the EU. Due to space limit, the selective areas for cooper-
ation will be briefly mentioned.

Schengen Accession: It is regarded as one of the successful cases of V4 coopera-
tion. When V4 members were informed that their accession to the Schengen zone may 
be postponed until 2009, the Visegrad Group countries started to coordinate positions 
on the case, and  issued a joint statement. The Visegrad Group held presidential meet-
ings and premier meetings to express common positions as a highlight on Schengen 
was a top priority for V4. As Austria tried to delay the Visegrad countries to join the 
Schengen zone, Visegrad countries sided with Slovenia to oppose Austria’s idea. V4 
strongly lobbied Portugal, EU rotating presidency at the time, for support. As Visegrad 
Group’s strong voice was heard, the Visegrad countries eventually joined the Schengen 
area according to the original plan.

Energy Cooperation: The Visegrad Group set up a high-level group on energy security 
in 2009. The Visegrad Group held a summit for energy security in Budapest in Febru-
ary 24, 2010. Leaders from Central, Eastern and Southeast Europe and relevant stake-
holders participated in the summit. The declaration adopted by the summit stressed 
the need to focus on energy security in the region. The declaration calls for the devel-
opment of relations between the EU and selective suppliers, the development of the 
“Southern Energy Corridor”, the solution of the problem of lack of interconnection of the 
natural gas, the formation of Europe’s energy and electricity markets, and integration 
into the European internal energy market, formulation of emergency plans to deal with 
energy crisis. Energy cooperation in Visegrad Group has set a good example. Visegrad 
cooperation has helped subduing the risks related to dependency, but the region is far 
from being fully interconnected17. 

The Eastern Partnership: after joining the European Union, the three Visegrad coun-
tries became the eastern and southeastern boundary of the EU. They have a natural 
interest in eastern neighbors close to Europe. After the Mediterranean Union was pro-
posed by France in 2008, Poland and Sweden jointly proposed the Eastern Partnership, 
and received the support of the European Union. The Visegrad Group supports political 
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and economic reform in countries of the Eastern Partnership , strengthens the political 
relations and economic ties with them18. In the EU, the Visegrad countries are major 
supporters of the Eastern Partnership, because the Visegrad countries realize that the 
Europeanization of the eastern neighbors is in the interest of Europe. The Visegrad 
countries share their experience in transition, regional cooperation and European inte-
gration with Eastern Partnership countries in order to contribute to the Europeanization 
of eastern neighbors. After the Ukrainian crisis, the Visegrad countries realized that 
the EU Eastern Partnership as policy tool has not been fully utilized, there is a need to 
further strengthen the Eastern Partnership.

Ukraine crisis: In addition to the Czech Republic, other Visegrad countries are also 
Ukraine’s neighbors. Although the concerns of the Visegrad 4 for the Ukraine crisis con-
cerns are not the same, but for the maintenance of regional security considerations, the 
Visegrad Group decided to take joint action. In February 24, 2014, the Hungarian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs organized a V4 meeting of foreign ministers with Greece, Romania and 
Bulgaria , issued a joint statement, which stressed that Ukraine’s independence, unity, 
sovereignty and territorial integrity should be maintained. On February 28th EU Foreign 
Minister Catherina Ashton commissioned V4 foreign ministers to visit Ukraine. Foreign 
ministers from V4 proposed EU to sign an association agreement and free trade agree-
ment with Ukraine. On March 4th, the V4 prime ministers held a meeting in Budapest, and 
issued a joint statement, which 

said that Russia’s military intervention was similar to the experiences of the Central 
European countries in 1956, 1968 and 1981. The statement stressed that Russia’s 
military operations not only violated international law, but also formed a dangerous 
new reality in Europe, and called on the European Union and NATO to assist Ukraine. 
After the Russian annexation of Crimea, the Visegrad Group condemned Russia’s ac-
tion. In June 4th, the Visegrad Group held a meeting of defense ministers, where they 
decided to invite Ukraine to participate in the Visegrad Group EU Battlegroup, which 
was expected to be formed in 2016. In November 6th, the four V4 presidents held 
summit with Ukraine president Poroshenko in Bratislava. The heads of the Visegrad 
Group reiterated that the EU needs to maintain a unified position over the Ukrainian 
crisis, keep up the sanctions against Russia, and help the Ukrainian reform process.

THE FUTURE OF THE VISEGRAD GROUP

The Visegrad Group came into being in 1991, however, its development was not 
so smooth. It was confronted with the first serious shock when Czechoslovakia 
disintegrated by the means of a “velvet divorce”; at the time, some observers even 
talked about the end of the Visegrad Group. For instance, at the beginning of the 
1990s, Konrád asserted that the region would never integrate with other parts of 
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the continent. Adam Michnik called it an unfulfilled dream of regional sovereignty. 
Even one former prime minister from V4 said the Visegrad Group experiment is 
unnecessary, he preferred the Central European Free Trade Agreement rather than the 
Visegrad Group19. Prime Minister Václav Klaus  once dismissed the V4 as “artificial, 
false and unnecessary”. During the years 1994-1998, Slovakia under the rule of 
Mečiar pursued an authoritarian way of governing. The relationship between Slovakia 
and the West became increasingly tense. Although Mečiar advocated Slovakia to 
join the European Union and NATO, Slovakia was making slow progress in joining 
them due to its domestic political situation. To some extent, the Slovakian political 
situation adversely affected cooperation within the Visegrad Group in this period. The 
atmosphere of V4 cooperation was affected by the dispute on Hungarian minority 
rights between Hungary and Slovakia. When Mečiar failed in the general elections in 
1998, Slovakia returned to the path of European integration, and began catching up 
with its neighbor in this process. When the V4 countries joind the European Union 
in May 2004, it seemed that the Visegrad Group had completed its historic mission. 
Some observers foresaw that the Visegrad Group would come to an end, because of 
the plain  reason that V4 countries had achieved the objective of returning to Europe. 
After their EU membership, the V4 countries had to face internal problems, such as 
the lack of strong motivation for cooperation, imbalance in size between Poland 
and other states, different priority for different countries, and the lack of a common 
agenda. The Kroměříž Declaration confirmed that the Visegrad Group would continue 
to exist. The Visegrad Group came to a standstill after 2004, when the dream of V4 
countries to join Europe came true. As the new geopolitical changes emerged in 
Europe in 2008, the cooperation within Visegrad Group countries started to recover. 
The Visegrad Group did not focus only on their interests, but also responsibly took 
on a regional role. The Visegrad Group gave strong support to the Western Balkans 
and the Eastern Partnership countries20. European integration of those countries is a 
long-term priority on the Visegrad Group agenda. The multiple crises suffered by the 
EU unify the V4 countries. February 15, 2016 marked the landmark 25th anniversary 
of the founding of the Visegrad Group; the countries held various commemorative 
activities, which were aimed to recall history and look forward to the future. 

In the development process of the Visegrad Group, geopolitical factors cannot be 
ignored. After the drastic changes in Eastern Europe in 1989, the bipolar system ceased 
to exist, the geopolitical landscape in Europe started restructuring. Central European 
nations that had newly liberated from the Soviet yoke had to face the problem of re-
positioning themselves in the new international order. At the beginning of the trans-
formation, NATO and the European Economic Community did not have any plan to 
accept Eastern European countries, and President Walesa of Poland complained that 
Poland had become an orphan of Europe. In spite of the Soviet acquiescence of chang-
es in Eastern Europe, Central European states were still worried about action against 
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demonstrators in Tbilisi, Baku and Vilnius taken by the Soviet Union. After Visegrad 
countries joined the European Union, they found out that Russia under Putin tried to 
restore its imperial ambition, taking assertive position in its “Near Abroad” in order 
to undermine the influence of the West. Russia used force against Georgia in 2008 , 
which deepened the concerns of the Central European countries towards Russia. When 
American president Obama came into power, United States started to reset relations 
with Russia, abandoned Bush’s version of a missile defense system in Central Europe. 
President Obama’s decision weakened political elites’ trust in the United States, and 
increased security anxiety of the Central European countries. An open letter to the 
Obama Administration in July 2009 demonstrated the nervousness and uneasiness 
of the political elites towards American concession to Russia at the cost of Central 
and Eastern Europe21.  The sense of insecurity inherent in Central Europe highlighted 
the importance of regional cooperation for V4 countries. Due to Russia’s revival and its 
energy influence, energy security for Visegrad Group countries became vulnerable. Due 
to American resetting relations with Russia, the importance of the region in the United 
States foreign policy dropped, and the relationship between Central Europe and the 
US cooled. It can be said that the influence of the Visegrad Group as an organizationis 
greater than that of an individual country. The revival of the Visegrad Group has con-
tributed to the formation of a buffer against Russia’s influence. The crisis triggered by 
Ukraine’s abandonment of associated agreement with the European Union not only led 
to regime change in Ukraine, but also made Ukraine the center of geopolitics in Europe. 
After the fall of the Yanukovich regime, West-bound Ukraine has become irreversible. 
Russia made full use of the opportunity to annex Crimea, supported rebellion within 
the Eastern part of Ukraine, which led to continued tension between the EU and Russia, 
compelled the United States focused more on European security.  Poland, Hungary 
and Slovakia, as neighbors of Ukraine, are very concerned about the crisis in Ukraine 
and are worried about their own security. The European Union and the United States 
introduced sanctions against Russia, the United States increased military presence in 
Europe, so that Central Europe once again is in the forefront of confrontation between 
the West and Russia. The value of cooperation in Visegrad Group countries enhanced 
when they were confronted with geopolitical challenges. Martin Butora borrowed the 
famous dictum of Lord Ismay, NATO’s first secretary general, “Keep the Russians out, 
the Americans in, and the Germans down”, which clarified the aims of NATO. He ex-
plained the aims of the Visegrad Group: it serves the aims of Central Europe: Keep 
the Russians out (to ensure Soviet troops withdrawal, the dissolution of the Warsaw 
Treaty Organization); keep the Americans in (stabilize America’s presence in Europe); 
control the demons of Central Europe , namely aggressive nationalism and populism.22 
It should be said that the Visegrad Group has partially achieved the goal. It remains 
a hard job to tame nationalism and populism in Central Europe, especially the rise of 
populism and nationalism have become a Pan-European phenomenon. Some parties 
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with nationalist roots entered the national parliament in Central Europe. The Ukraine 
crisis shows that security in Central Europe is not without threats. In post-cold war era, 
Visegrad countries as member states of the EU and NATO will not give up on their own 
national interests, and the Visegrad Group has become a platform in pursuit of their 
national interests. The Group is highly valued in Europe in the context of evolving geo-
political environment. As Chinese proverb said, “the brothers even in a strife at home 
would fight against an outside insult together.” Although national interests among V4 
countries are not the same, the V4 countries will strengthen their cooperation if they 
face common external threats. Although the V4 countries opposed Russian actions in 
Ukraine, but their policies towards  Russia are not the same. Poland advocated a hawk-
ish stance on Russia, while for the other remaining countries in the bloc, their position 
was relatively modest. Hungary maintained energy ties with Russia, Slovakia and the 
Czech Republic have been cautious on sanctions against Russia. In addition to the his-
torical experience, different degrees of dependence on Russian natural gas may have 
effect on policies towards Russia. 

Cooperation of the Visegrad Group countries is constrained by domestic politics. 
Before 1998, V4 cooperation was limited by Vladimír Mečiar’s method of governance. 
There was no substantial cooperation over the resolution of the European debt cri-
sis. When the Czech Republic served as the rotating presidency of the European 
Union, Prime Minister Topolánek convened the V4 summit to try to make a common 
response to the economic and financial crisis. Unfortunately, the Visegrad Group 
countries had no common approach to cope with crisis, as they had different read-
ings about the reasons of the economic and financial crisis . The Czech Republic’s 
center right government sided with Eurosceptic UK, refusing to sign the Fiscal Pact. 
Hungary stressed the sovereignty and national value. Due to divergent vision, Hun-
gary continued the course of conflict with EU after Viktor Orbán came to power in 
2010. Poland hoped to find a way out of the crisis, actively supported Germany to 
play its role in the resolution of Eurozone crisis after the breakup of the Eurozone 
debt crisis. The Czech Republic returned to its pro-Europe course in 2013 when 
the Social Democratic Party won the elections. On the issue of the appointment of 
Juncker as president of the European Commission, Hungary was the only British 
ally. When Eurosceptic Law and Justice won the presidential elections and parlia-
ment elections in 2015, Poland took to the right, and Jarosław Kaczyński, leader 
of the Law and Justice, finally “moved Budapest to Warsaw”. Hungary now has its 
strong ally within the Visegrad Group as like-minded Kaczyński started to dominate 
Poland. Some analysts pointed out that the “illiberal axis” emerged in Central Europe. 
With ANO led by Andrej Babiš winning the general elections in October 2017, it re-
mains to be seen whether the Czech Republic will head to the path of a political devel-
opment similar to Hungary and Poland. If the Czech Republic follows a similar path, 
the political landscape in Central Europe will be quite different. It is worth noting that 
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the migration crisis has become a factor for unifying V4 countries in the last couple 
of years, as all of the V4 countries rejected EU’s relocation scheme. Some observers 
pointed out that Poland’s economy is larger than the sum of the other three coun-
tries, so that the Visegrad Group countries cannot establish an equal partnership. 
But in the light of the history of the Group, the size of the countries and the scale of 
economy have never become an obstacle to cooperation. As for the Ukrainian crisis, 
the four countries of the Visegrad Group have three positions. Therefore, none of the 
countries can impose their will on the other countries. Because of the weak integra-
tion ability of the Visegrad Group, V4 cooperation has its disadvantages. Perhaps 
seeking common ground while reserving differences is the way to the survival of the 
Visegrad Group.

As Ján Šoth observed, “If we accept that in international politics not only rational 
interests are at play, but also emotions and instincts, then an external observer 
could not understand that this grouping came into being on a ‘regional instinct.’ 
An instinct that is expressed in a regional self-preservation and also a shared 
understanding that an individual approach reduces the relevance of each country 
and the region as a whole”23. His view on V4 as a grouping of mutual assistance 
is compatible with reality, but V4 as a grouping of mutual control is not confirmed, 
because different countries have different domestic politics and different agendas, 
it is hard to control one member state by the other member states. He pointed 
out that “an evaluation of the V4 should be based on the extent to which its original 
ambitions and goals were fulfilled”24. It makes sense to judge the success or failure 
of one organization. If we look at the Visegrad Declaration, the Visegrad Group had 
achieved its main goals by May 1st 2004, as those countries formally joined the EU. 
After EU accession, on the one hand, the Visegrad Group has concentrated on 
cooperation within the EU, on the other hand, it has focused on cooperation within 
V4. The V4+ format has expanded its influence in international arena, increased 
its visibility. So far, the Visegrad Group has not become a tight-knit organization, 
the level of institutionalization is low compared to other regional organizations, it 
has not set up a secretariat, but this has not hindered V4 cooperation. The rotating 
presidency of the Visegrad Group set priority after consultation with other member 
states. The Visegrad Group has a regular annual meeting at different levels: 
president meeting, prime minister meeting and ministerial meetings, while national 
coordinators from member states play an important role in communication and 
coordination. The Visegrad Group has shown flexibility when V4 countries dealt 
with issues of common concern. The International Visegrad Foundation founded by 
V4 in 2000 has contributed to closer cooperation among citizens and institutions in 
Central Europe, it has also facilitated links with Eastern Partnership countries and 
Western Balkan states. The foundation provides grants to programs in culture, 
education, scientific research, youth exchanges, cross-border cooperation and tourism. 
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To some extent, the International Visegrad Foundation can be regarded as a famous 
trademark with value. It fosters sharing Visegrad spirit in society, strengthens 
exchanges of intellectual elite, and promotes the sustainable development of the 
Visegrad cooperation.

The Visegrad Group will continue to exist as a grouping of Central Europe, and will 
play an important role in shaping the region. The Atlantic Council of Slovakia once 
proposed that Austria should be an integral part of Central Europe. So far, the Viseg-
rad Group has no plan to enlarge. To what extent V4 can shape the future of Central 
Europe, depends on internal factors and external factors. In the context of debate on 
the future of the European Union, multi-speed Europe is presented as a preferred sce-
nario. V4 states are worried about the scenario that it would put them in a disadvan-
taged position. As President Juncker emphasized that even if member states do not 
go at the same speed, what is important is that they all go in the same direction25. It 
seems that post-communist states in Central Europe rally against EU migration policy, 
especially the mandatory relocation quotas. The hard line against migrants by the V4 
countries even had positive response from far right politicians in old Europe. Austria’s 
far-right presidential candidate Norbert Hofer said he would like the Visegrad Group 
to include Austria, making it the union within union. The European Commission and 
old member states blamed V4 states for showing no solidarity. When the European 
Court of Justice took Poland, Hungary and Czech Republic to court for refusing ref-
ugee quotas recently, Slovakia still shows solidarity with the other member states 
of V426. The vision of ruling parties such as Fidesz and PiS are different from the 
mainstream parties in Western Europe, they want to take back more power from Bel-
gium, and increase the power of nation states. In terms of domestic politics, Hungary 
and Poland parted with the prevailing path of political development after 1989, trying 
to explore effective methods of governance by restructuring the state. The EU has 
closely followed the political development of Central Europe, threatening to introduce 
sanctions against Hungary and Poland time after time. PiS government’s conflict with 
the Constitutional Tribunal and judicial reforms are perceived by the European Com-
mission as undermining the rule of law and the elimination of checks and balances. 
Some analysts mentioned that the emergence of the “Hungary-Poland axis” will meet 
the Franco-German axis led by the duo of Macron and Merkel. The rift between the V4 
and Western Europe may weaken the position of the Visegrad Group in Europe as well 
as in the international arena. Within the Visegrad Group, Slovakia is the sole member 
of the Eurozone, the other countries have no timetable for the introduction of euro, 
although there is no possibility to opt out like Denmark, according to their accession 
treaty. There is no common ground in the financial and economic fields among V4 
member states. After ANO won the elections in the Czech Republic, V4 may become 
a bastion of mavericks in the changing and uncertain Europe. As Janusz Bugajski 
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pointed out that “Visegrad grouping has opportunities to increase its effectiveness if 
it follows two core principles: cooperation not integration, and instrumentalization not 
institutionalization”. He warned that “Attempts to establish permanent structures and 
secretariats would likely turn V4 into another expensive and unwieldy sub-European 
bureaucracy without boosting its effectiveness”27.  So far, the institutional framework 
of the Visegrad Group has functioned well.

Due to its political and economic influence, the Visegrad Group has become a 
recognized brand in Europe as well as in world. In March 2010, the Visegrad Group 
opened the first Visegrad Embassy in Cape Town, where V4 diplomats take turns 
to run diplomatic and consular missions. The Visegrad International fund can help 
to foster the common identity of the Visegrad Group. After the fulfillment of their 
strategic mission to join NATO and the European Union, the Visegrad countries’ co-
operation has moved to specific policy areas in the EU. V4+ format has enlarged its 
external influence. The Visegrad Group is not affected by domestic politics, but the 
Visegrad Group cooperation can go beyond domestic politics, and can always find a 
common agenda for cooperation. Based on the experience of the development pro-
cess of the Visegrad Group, despite the challenges and internal problems that can 
be expected in the future, the Visegrad Group will continue to survive, and achieve 
transformations according to the changes of the environment.  To some extend, the 
tuture of the Visegrad  Group will be shifted by the way how it interact with outside 
players, such as the United States, Germany, China and Russia.

ENDNOTES

1 Jan Jedli Ka Juraj Kotian and Rainer, M NZ, Visegrad Four - 10 years of EU membership, Erste Group Re-
search, CEE Special Report, http://echoalpha.fr/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/V4-report.pdf.

2 Prospects of Closer EU-China Cooperation: A View From Central Europe
 Lecture presented by Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign & European Affairs of the Slovak 

Republic H.E. Miroslav Lajčák at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and Institute of European 
Studies in Beijing, China on February 3, 2015

3 Czech PM: Visegrad Group ‘not a Masonic Lodge’，http://www.euractiv.com/section/central-europe/
news/czech-pm-visegrad-group-not-a-masonic-lodge/.

4 Hungarian prime minister Victor Orbán was asked whether there is a timetable for joining the euro in his 
address of the Chinese Hungarian Academy of Social Sciences in February 13, 2014, he gave a negative 
answer. PM Orbán believes that Hungary will consider joining the euro only if its real economy comes 
close to the level of the most developed European countries, otherwise it will only exacerbate the eco-
nomic differences between Hungary and other countries. 

5 Prospects of Closer EU-China Cooperation: A View From Central Europe, Lecture presented by Deputy 
Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign & European Affairs of the Slovak Republic H.E. Miroslav Lajčák at 
the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and Institute of European Studies in Beijing, China on February 
3, 2015.

6 Tomas Kačerauskas, Central Europe as an imagined region, LIMES: Cultural Regionalistics, 2:2, 106-115.



72 Kong Tianping

7 Rick Fawn, Visegrad: Fit for Purpose, Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 46(2013). p341.
8 Milan Kundera, The Tragedy of Central Europe, TheNew York Review of Books, Volume 31, Number 7, 

April 26, 1984.
9 Ibid.
10 Markus Eberharter, Rethinking Central Europe-a Perspective for Comparative Literature? http://users.

ox.ac.uk/~oaces/conference/papers/Markus_Eberharter.pdf.
11 Czesław Miłosz, The Telltale Scar, 
 https://newrepublic.com/article/89504/central-europe-soviet-union-fall.
12 Timothy Garton Ash, The Puzzle of Central Europe, 
 http://www.visegradgroup.eu/the-visegrad-book/ash-timothy-garton-the.
13 Szymon Walkiewicz and Vojtěch Boháč, Rebranding the Visegrad Group, 
 http://visegradinsight.eu/rebranding-the-visegrad-group/.
14 Visegrad Declaration 1991, 
 http://www.visegradgroup.eu/documents/visegrad-declarations/visegrad-declaration-110412.
15 Ibid.
16 Visegrad Declaration 2004, http://www.visegradgroup.eu/documents/visegrad-declarations/viseg-

rad-declaration-110412-1.
17 John Szabó, V4 Energy Cooperation,
 http://visegradplus.org/analyse/v4-energy-cooperation/.
18 Neighbors of Visegrad and EU: Eastern Partnership, http://www.visegrad.info/enp---eastern-dimension/

factsheet/neighbours-of-visegrad-and-eu-eastern-partnership-.html.
19 Wojciech Przybylski, V4 Dead or Alive, Visegrad Insight, Number 1, 2012.
20 Viktoria Jancosekova, Visegrad at 25: time to show European leadership, 
 http://www.vocaleurope.eu/visegrad-at-25-time-to-show-european-leadership/.
21 Open Letter to the Obama Administration from Central and Eastern Europe, http://wiadomosci.gazeta.

pl/wiadomosci/1,114881,6825987,An_Open_Letter_to_the_Obama_Administration_from_Central.html.
22 Martin Butora, Is the Dream of Visegrad Dead? Visegrad Insight, Number 1, 2012.
23 Šoth Ján, Visegrad as a challenge: successes and failures, 
 http://cenaa.org/analysis/visegrad-as-a-challenge-successes-and-failures/.
24 Ibid.
25 Speech by President Jean-Claude Juncker on the occasion of the award of the Golden Commemora-

tive Medal of the Charles University in Prague, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-17-1580_
en.htm.

26 EU takes Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic to court for refusing refugee quotas but not Slovakia, 
https://spectator.sme.sk/c/20713885/eu-takes-poland-hungary-and-the-czech-republic-to-court-for-re-
fusing-refugee-quotas-but-not-slovakia.html.

27 Janusz Bugajski, Visegrad’s Past, Present and Future, http://hungarianreview.com/article/visegrads_
past_present_and_future.



KÜLÜGYI ÉS KÜLGAZDASÁGI INTÉZET

Foreign 
Policy 
Review

JANUSZ BUGAJSKI
THE VISEGRAD SAGA: ACHIEVEMENTS, SHORTCOMINGS, CONTRADICTIONS

ERHARD BUSEK – SEBASTIAN SCHÄFFER
AUSTRIA AND THE VISEGRAD FOUR AFTER THE NATIONAL COUNCIL ELECTION

MICHIEL LUINING
THE CHALLENGE OF THE VISEGRAD GROUP: BENEFITING FROM 
ITS POSITIONS IN THE EU’S COALITION PATTERNS

KONG TIANPING
THE ROLE OF VISEGRAD GROUP AND ITS PROSPECT: AN OUTSIDER’S VIEW

RUBEN ELAMIRYAN
EASTERN PARTNERSHIP COUNTRIES ON THE CROSS-ROADS OF THE 
EURASIAN GEOPOLITICS: V4 EXPERIENCE IN COOPERATION CULTURE

PÉTER STEPPER
VISEGRAD COOPERATION 
BEYOND THE POLISH AND DURING THE HUNGARIAN V4 PRESIDENCY

ISTVÁN KOLLAI
VISEGRAD BRANDS ON THE GLOBAL MARKETS

NORBERT FEJES – GÁBOR MIKLÓS 
EFFECTS OF THE NEW UKRAINIAN EDUCATION LAW FOR THE VISEGRAD COOPERATION

SÁNDOR GYULA NAGY - VIKTÓRIA ENDRŐDI-KOVÁCS – KRISZTINA ANNA FEKETE
ANOMALIES OF THE INTERNAL MARKET IN THE INSURANCE AND BANKING SECTOR 
FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE VISEGRAD COUNTRIES

2017

INSTITUTE FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND TRADE

VOLUME 10

Foreign Policy Review
                                                                                                                       Volum

e 10


	FPR_2017-12_borito_v1_lt
	FPR_2017-12_v6_final (1)
	FPR_2017-12_borito_v1_lt

