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This analysis examines the development of the Nordic co-operation compared with 
that of the Visegrád Group with the aim of identifying the key lessons for V4 with a 
special focus on economic recovery and security.

The Nordic AlliANce – NoT so ANcieNT ANd Very diVerse

The roots of the Nordic integration go back to the early 20th century, following 
centuries of wars and alliances that have characterised relationships between 
the Nordic countries. The fluctuations between periods of war and periods 

of solidarity were constant. However, in the 20th and 21st centuries we observe a 
continual greater co-operation occurring between the countries.

The first formal organisation, the Nordic Association was founded in Denmark, 
Norway and Sweden in 1919, then in Iceland in 1922, and Finland in 1924. It has since 
been a key factor in strengthening the Nordic co-operation, which is often called the 
N5, referring to the five participating countries. The Nordic–Baltic co-operation is 
called NB8, referring to the Nordic five and the three Baltic states: Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania.

A first major institutional achievement of the Nordic regional cooperation, the 
unified labour market was not created by some kind of a political ideology, rather it 
came from a fundamental and practical economic necessity. Perhaps that explains 
its unique success. The free flow of labour was realised in this region already 60 
years ago, when the basic concepts of what later became the European Union were 
only beginning to take shape. Both multilateral co-operations were born after the 
war, but the Nordics started by one bold move to open up their labour markets and 
thus creating a huge possibility to the poor and war-torn Norwegian and Finnish 
populations, as well as the developing Swedish and Danish economies with a 
growing need for labour. The volume and direction of the flow of labour migrants 
have levelled throughout the following decades to a healthy balance, and continue 
to change in a highly flexible manner according to current needs. The other key 
date in the history of the formal institutional framework of the N5 is 1952 when the 
Nordic Council was established.

Because many of the founding ideas were connected to the labour market, it is 
not by accident that the co-operation was facilitated by social democratic parties 
and trade unions, which have been ruling for decades in most countries, so the 
region still has a strong tradition of solidarity and consensus seeking even under 
conservative governments. However, the various countries of the region are far from 
being identical or even similar. Wars and disputes over territory and ruling powers 
have characterised the region, various countries ended up on two different sides 
of the trenches until the end of World War II and even today, they opt for a whole 
variety of international alliances: they are all members of UN, the Council of Europe, 
the WTO and OECD, but they differ on their relationship to the EU, the Eurozone and 
NATO.

http://www.norden.org/en/om-samarbejdet-1/the-history-of-nordic-co-operation
http://www.norden.org/en/theme/tidligere-temaer/themes-2014/60-aars-nordisk-arbejdsmarked
http://www.norden.org/en/theme/tidligere-temaer/themes-2014/60-aars-nordisk-arbejdsmarked
http://www.norden.org/en/theme/tidligere-temaer/themes-2014/60-aars-nordisk-arbejdsmarked
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This in itself clearly shows one of the most fundamental values of the Nordic 
co-operation: trust and consensus seeking. Nordic peoples deeply believe in 
working together while respecting diversity. Currently it is the longest standing and 
arguably the best functioning regional co-operation in the world, which has been 
gradually extended to the three Baltic countries in the past decades: Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania, creating an NB8 dimension. Especially the latter development shows 
that the Nordic model of regional co-operation can serve as an example not only 
for integrating different groups of countries with varied interests, but even countries 
with different cultural and historical, political backgrounds. Given the recent 
developments within the EU, we may say that Europe’s slogan ‘Unity in diversity’ 
actually seems to fit the Nordics more than Europe itself.

The full review and analysis of the structures and mechanisms of the Nordic 
alliance go beyond the limitations of this analysis. But learning about the fundamental 
structures is definitely valuable.

These structures in the Nordics are relatively simple and transparent. The 
highest level of N5 executive talks happen in the Nordic Council of Ministers. 
Relevant ministries regularly meet at the highest level: these are the Councils of 
Ministers. These are completed by the meetings of senior officers, the Committees 
of Senior Officials, which deal with key issues in more detail. To complete the 
structure, overarching and comprehensive issues are delegated to Working Groups 
which include people from a range of connected topics.

The parliamentary body of N5 is the Nordic Council. It also had Committees and 
Party Groups, in which political actors discuss relevant proposals. As the V4 group 
has also recognised recently, adding a parliamentary dimension to the co-operation 
is key in building trust through another layer of personal connections.

Organization Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden

CoE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
EU Yes Yes No No Yes
Eurozone No Yes No No No
NATO Yes No Yes Yes No
OECD Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
UN Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
WTO Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 

http://v4hupres.gov.hu/joint-statement-of-meeting-of-the-speakers-of-the-visegrad-group-parliaments
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The V4 – hisToricAl rooTs

buT uNeVeN leVels of iNTeresT

The Visegrád co-operation – at least symbolically – goes back a lot further in 
time, as its official founding was linked to the 1335 meeting of the three rulers 
of the countries, however, the actual co-operation has not been as intense at 

times. The alliance was initiated by Hungarians soon after transition, in 1991, and at 
different times in the past 24 years it has experienced different levels of interest from 
the member countries. The mutual respect and similar political aims of the three 
founding fathers were major factors, and successors not always recognised the 
relevance or the importance of such a co-operation given the historical differences 
and conflicts.

Understandably, when Czechoslovakia was broken up, and others were busy 
dealing with the shocking aftermath of transition, the intensity of co-operation 
between the V4 countries was lower. However, the idea that individual efforts 
towards accession to the EU and NATO would be more efficient successful did not 
prove itself, so the Visegrád co-operation was resumed in 1998.

According to the official wording of the V4, “the formation of the Visegrád Group 
was motivated by four factors of decisive relevance:

• the desire to eliminate the remnants of the communist bloc in Central Europe;
• the desire to overcome historic animosities between Central European 

countries;
• the belief that through joint efforts it will be easier to achieve the set goals, i.e. 

to successfully accomplish social transformation and join in the European 
integration process; and

• the proximity of ideas of the then ruling political elites.”

Although V4 leaders repeatedly confirm that beyond the International Visegrád 
Fund, they are not planning to create any other formal structure for co-ordination, 
every once in a while it is rational to examine the lessons learnt from other regional 
co-operations, i.e. the Nordic to see whether it still makes sense to stick to that 
decision or perhaps it is time for a deeper integration in order to increase the 
relevance and weight of the V4 group.

http://www.visegradgroup.eu/about/history
http://www.visegradgroup.eu/about/history
http://www.visegradgroup.eu/about/history
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AfTer 25 yeArs – Time To reView V4
ANd leArN from N5 ANd Nb8

In 2016, the 25th anniversary of the founding of V4 offers a good occasion to 
rethink the regional co-operation. Apart from the celebratory events marking the 
date, it is rational and necessary to review not only whether the remaining goals 

can be achieved by the current means and structures, but perhaps even reviewing 
the original goals: were they the most relevant goals? Are they still valid? If not, new 
goals should be set – partly because of the successful completion of the original 
goals, i.e. accession to EU and NATO. It is high time to launch a thorough analysis of 
the past 24 years, renew our vows to each other and step up to a new level, starting 
with the comparative study of other, more successful regional co-operations.

In order to do so, it is also necessary to examine successful regional co-operation 
models, first and foremost the Nordic and the Nordic–Baltic co-operation.

This is the best available example on which we can study the structure, roots 
and achievements of a sustainable, well-functioning regional co-operation model. 
Currently this is the most crisis-proof regional co-operation in the world, with 
roots going back further in time than the EU and with results that are proving the 
fundamental values of the Nordics mentioned earlier: trust and consensus seeking. 
While the EU is currently in a crisis which doesn’t seem to be resolved soon, the 
Nordic co-operation is lively, pragmatic, lean and clean and is not threatened 
by ideological fights although its countries belong to a very diverse system of 
international alliances.

One of the key elements of the rethinking of V4 based on the Nordic lessons 
lies in the reviewing and re-evaluating the initial goals of the co-operation. The 
original idea behind the V4 group was a specific goal: to help each other throughout 
the accession process of the EU. Perhaps it is not by accident that the drive for 
co-operation sometimes decreases or even halts. After all, the driving goal was 
reached and new, perhaps more pragmatic goals should be identified together in 
order to build a better alliance.

The fundamental idea behind the Nordic co-operation has been a pragmatic, 
internal goal not an external one: the N5 countries wanted to integrate for a better 
functioning and more sustainable region and make life easier for citizens and 
businesses. As it stands on the very first page of the Nordic Council’s website 
greeting the visitor: “First and foremost, the Nordic Council’s politicians are driven 
by the desire to make the Nordic region one that people want to live and work in. 
This is also the primary objective of the ideas and proposals for co-operation that 
are borne out of the Nordic Council.”
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Such a focus would certainly help the leaders of the V4 to find new common 
goals. Perhaps the most important reason for co-operation should not be an 
external goal (i.e. accession or lobbying in the EU) but a basic internal one: make 
these countries a better place to live and work in for our own peoples.

This analysis does not compile a list of all the topics and areas where better 
co-operation could be achieved. It rather suggests a roadmap, which the rethinking 
process could follow, and a discussion could start – first among scholars and 
policymakers and then by politicians of our four countries.

As many policymakers already suggested, studying the NB8 serves with useful 
lessons for V4 countries. One simple and straightforward analysis on these is the 
Wise Men Report.

buildiNg TrusT is The wAy forwArd

Studying these recommendations is not only valuable in the obvious practical 
dimensions, but also as a way to understand a form of co-operation that is 
based on trust despite the member countries’ diverse interests and cultures. 

Our Central European experience and culture are built on the distrust of government, 
so we all have a long way to go to change that and even longer to trust each other.

However, trust is built through the daily work done together, so the rethinking 
of V4 should happen not so much at a philosophical level but rather on the basis 
of identifying our mutual interests and working out a few common goals with a 
pragmatic approach. The Czech presidency clearly puts forward “trust” as the 
key word for their 2015–2016 period of presiding of the V4 group. As the policy 
paper published a few days before the July 1 takeover by Jiři Schneider argues 
convincingly, there is a lot of potential in the V4 as long as “its stakeholders are 
prepared to (…) steadily invest in mutual trust, partnership and a common sense of 
strategic direction.”

Schneider dismisses the sceptic views on the future of V4:
The Czech, Hungarian, Slovak, and Polish governments often do not seek 
optimal results through cooperation, but compete for resources, attention 
or prestige (such as EU funds, infrastructure projects or foreign direct 
investment – FDI). Sometimes they exploit the historical, geographic and 
political differences rooted in deeper layers of each nation’s historical 
experience rather than the shared experience of communist regimes. 
Nevertheless, only superficial historicist analysis could claim that Visegrad 
cooperation is “fiction”. If it were just an “illusion”, why would the V4 
governments use every opportunity to seek mutual endorsement in various 
agendas?

Building trust is particularly important in times of post-crisis, among a constantly 
shifting constellations and a rather unstable geopolitical situation since the Russian 
invasion in Ukraine.

http://www.utanrikisraduneyti.is/media/Skyrslur/NB8-Wise-Men-Report.pdf
http://www.visegradgroup.eu/documents/presidency-programs/20152016-czech
http://www.globsec.org/upload/documents/policy-paper-1/globsec-pp-3-b.pdf
http://www.globsec.org/upload/documents/policy-paper-1/globsec-pp-3-b.pdf
http://www.pssi.cz/staff/j-schneider
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specific AreAs To focus oN

With the geopolitical situation on our Eastern borders, it is obvious why 
turning our attention to the Nordics and the Baltics is now more advisable 
than ever: it is enough to look at the map to see that the V4 is a connection 

between the Balkans and the Baltics while three out of the four Visegrád countries 
are direct neighbours of Ukraine. This security situation even more urgently calls for 
the recognition of the need for a closer co-operation with the NB8 countries and a 
united approach to the new threats.

Even without the war in Ukraine, the post-crisis recovery and the dramatic 
developments in Greece require more attention to the economic co-operation and 
the facilitation of closer ties utilising the geographic proximity of our countries. 
Energy security and transport are the most obvious areas to examine, but the softer 
potentials of economic recovery, the area of innovation, research and development 
is even more important and received less attention than it deserves. The creation 
of a Visegrád innovation hub by connecting the right dots will be faster and offers 
much faster return on investment than physically connecting our grids and roads 
and pipelines. Similarly, the creation of a digital single market is far more urgent to 
achieve than turning all roads into highways as soon as possible. The creation of a 
truly enabling environment – or ecosystem to use the latest buzzword – for start-
ups is more important and fruitful than any other kind of state intervention despite 
the best intentions. Hungary has the best chance of becoming a leader in this area 
within the Central European creative sector.

In today’s unpredictable and fluid environment, while we are rushing ahead with 
21st-century innovation, the basic security of the region is threatened. Thus, co-
operation on security and defence is key to providing a stable ground for economic 
recovery. Cyber security is especially important to look at both due to the increased 
and very intense level of activity in the region and to the fact that the human 
resources – in the form of trained and experienced professionals – are available 
here.

Recently, water was finally put on the agenda as many leaders in the region 
recognise our interdependency by being connected by water; so water security, 
flood control and the conservation of freshwater resources are key elements of 
mutual interest where a closer co-operation is inevitable.

Therefore in the near future the review and strategic planning of the following 
areas should start:

• research, development and innovation: creating an ecosystem for start-ups;
• energy security, interconnectors and transportation lines;
• defence and security, with cyber security in focus;
• water security, flood control and reserves.

http://www.designterminal.hu/en/about-us
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In fact, the process has already started as the priorities of the 2014 Hungarian 
presidency of V4 were almost precisely the same as the above-mentioned ones, 
so there is more or less consensus among policymakers that these are the most 
crucial issues.

The next, even deeper move on such a roadmap would be to see what valuable 
lessons in the above-described issues are served by the Nordic experience. 
Fortunately, in each area crucial to us in the V4, the Nordics offer well-advanced 
structures and mechanisms of co-operation, and, above all, a proof that trust as the 
fundamental value of co-operation helps to reach beyond differences.

coNclusioNs

This analysis hopes to serve as a starting point for the review of V4 co-operation 
with a Nordic eye:

• starting with the review of the original goals of the V4;
• identifying our own new, common practical goals;
• looking at what has been done on those areas in the Nordics, and
• starting the adaptation of those best practices into our systems
wherever it makes sense, builds trust and contributes to rather than hinders co-

operation among our countries.

Such a thorough and honest analysis of the past would be a good way to arrive 
into the year of 2016. It would make sense to follow the best practice of the Nordic–
Baltic process and apply a “Wise Men Report” approach to produce such a strategic 
analysis.

Renewing our vows is an important celebratory event in all relationships, where 
partners publicly reconfirm their commitment to each other. Based on mutual trust, 
such a gesture would be the most worthy celebration of 25 years of achievements 
and the planning of the next phase of our common future in the Visegrád Group.

http://www.visegradgroup.eu/documents/presidency-programs/20132014-hungarian

