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VISEGRAD FROM THE OUTSIDE

THE VISEGRAD SAGA: 
ACHIEVEMENTS, SHORTCOMINGS, 
CONTRADICTIONS
JANUSZ BUGAJSKI

The original purpose of the Visegrad initiative was for the four re-emerging Cen-
tral-East European (CEE) democracies to coordinate their pursuit of NATO and EU 
membership. However, since achieving their primary targets, the Visegrad group has 
sent contradictory signals on their EU commitments, lacked a coordinated foreign pol-
icy, failed to adapt to the new challenges facing NATO, the EU, and the Wider Europe, 
and lacked a clear and distinct geopolitical identity. Nonetheless, the organization is 
not defunct and with concerted political impetus and national commitments it can 
still deliver some important benefits for each of the four participating states as well as 
for the broader region.

OBJECTIVES AND ACHIEVEMENTS

The fundamental idea behind the Visegrad initiative, launched in the early 1990s, was 
for the four re-emerging CEE democracies (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slova-
kia) to coordinate their policies in striving for NATO and European Union membership. 
Government officials believed that by banding together and speaking with almost one 
voice in various multi-national formats they were more likely to be heard and no coun-
try would fall behind in its aspirations and achievements. 

However, at the outset there were suspicions in some policy circles in all four coun-
tries that the existence of a distinct Visegrad group would itself provide an excuse 
for EU and NATO leaders to exclude the new aspirants from both Western orga-
nizations. It was believed that those West European leaders who were lukewarm 
about expanding both the Union and the Alliance eastward, could depict V4 as a 
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viable alternative or substitute organization. In sum, they either did not want to 
antagonize an unpredictable Russia or to incorporate poorer and still reforming 
states into prosperous and advanced pan-European bodies. 

West European hesitation, delay, or outright opposition reinforced the stance of those 
political leaders in CEE who wanted to place brakes on the development of the Visegrad 
initiative and voiced concern that it could even delay EU membership. Slovakia was a 
special case after it opted for independent statehood in 1993 after breaking with the 
Czech Republic. The Vladimir Mečiar administration needed antagonists to demonstrate 
its national credentials and its defense of Slovak interests against assorted internal and 
external threats. During the Mečiar regime, Visegrad was often depicted in Bratislava as 
either a Czech plot to re-establish control over Slovakia or a Hungarian plan to annex 
Slovak territory. Moreover, Mečiar’s government declared its neutrality toward NATO, 
was mute on EU accession, and maintained a close relationship with Moscow.

Several Czech governments were also Visegrad-skeptics even when participating 
in its meetings and initiatives. They did not want V4 to overshadow their efforts and 
progress in joining the major Western institutions and to be dragged backwards into 
some neutral post-communist zone. For several years, Warsaw and Budapest seemed 
to be the main backers of the Visegrad initiative, but even they made only limited po-
litical investments in the grouping. In sum, regardless of differing commitments to 
Visegrad, each state contributed to the limited V4 achievements.

The revival of Visegrad over recent years has numerous causes, partly protective, 
partly proactive. There was some concern in the region, especially in Warsaw, over 
the motives behind Russia’s overtures toward the United States and NATO during the 
Barack Obama administration and a lingering suspicion about the efficacy of Wash-
ington’s “reset” with Moscow, which appeared to come at the price of downgrading 
Central Europe in US foreign policy. Having already achieved NATO and EU member-
ship, Visegrad was perceived as a mechanism for assuming more indigenous respon-
sibility for the region and not relying primarily on Washington or Brussels.

The Lisbon Treaty also had an impact on the V4 renaissance by altering EU voting 
mechanisms and providing opportunities for Germany and France to promote their 
policies without requiring unanimity. The extension of Qualified Majority Voting (QMV) 
limited the veto option of any member state in several arenas, including energy, defense, 
and the European Union budget. As a result, a combined CEE vote could become a 
counterweight to Germany and France in the EU’s Council of Ministers, with the V4 pos-
sessing more votes as Paris and Berlin combined. It was calculated that such collabo-
ration would better promote CEE interests concerning several vital questions, including 
decisions on the EU budget, maintaining a strong European Cohesion Policy (ECP) that 
provides vital structural funds, and finding a geographical balance in staffing the Euro-
pean External Action Service (EEAS).
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Another Visegrad priority has been energy security, with an emphasis on diversify-
ing sources and supplies. A V4 Energy Security Summit was held in Budapest in Feb-
ruary 2010, attended by high-ranking representatives from several European states. 
The Summit and subsequent gatherings have expressed support for interconnectors 
linking all the Central European countries, including the North-South Corridor that 
would connect the Polish Liquefied Natural (LNG) terminal in Swinoujscie and the 
planned Croatian LNG terminal in Krk on the Adriatic coast.

Existing gas interconnectors include the Slovakia–Hungary, Hungary–Austria, and 
Hungary–Romania pipelines. Gas interconnectors are due to be completed with the 
following links: Poland–Czech Republic, Poland–Norway, Poland–Slovakia, Czech Re-
public–Austria, Hungary–Croatia, and Hungary–Slovenia. An Eastring gas pipeline is 
also designed to link Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Turkey and reduce 
dependence on Russian gas delivered through Ukraine. 

Work is also underway on the Gas Interconnection Poland–Lithuania (GIPL) de-
signed to link the gas markets of Poland and Lithuania, an important element of a 
broader gas network to connect the relatively isolated Baltic States with the EU gas 
market. All these connections will help shield each CEE state from any disruptions in 
supplies, including potential cut-offs by Moscow. A similar process is underway for 
linking electricity grids across the region and with Western Europe. The V4 capitals 
have lobbied the EU to politically and economically support the North–South corridor 
and back the Krk LNG terminal in Croatia and the Constanta LNG terminal in Romania 
as well as other LNG projects in the wider Black Sea region. 

Visegrad capitals have also pushed for further liberalization of internal EU markets 
and the removal of remaining barriers dividing the V4 from other member states such 
as cancelling the transition periods for the free movement of labor. Other valuable are-
nas have included Visegrad cooperation in transportation and infrastructure, research 
and education, environmental protection, and collaboration with other regional and 
international organizations.

In making Visegrad more relevant, some policy makers believe that the V4 Plus 
mechanism has significant potential. Based on the core V4 members, it involves ad-
hoc cooperation with other Central, Eastern, and South Eastern European countries 
covering such areas as energy security, EU accession, and the EU’s Eastern Partner-
ship. Expert-level V4 Plus foreign policy consultations have been organized on topical 
issues that help develop operational planning for the Visegrad initiative. V4 capitals 
also provided EU aspirants and candidates with technical support and know-how 
based on their own experience with the EU accession process. Additionally, Visegrad 
leaders have sought new formats for inter-regional cooperation, including with the 
Benelux countries, the Nordic Council, with Austria and Slovenia (in the Regional Part-
nership format), with the Baltic countries, Ukraine, and Moldova. 
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PERSISTENT SHORTCOMINGS

While acknowledging its ambitions and achievements, several problem areas remain 
that might hamper further Visegrad coordination. These include the prospect of ris-
ing nationalism and populism in each V4 state and some lingering bilateral disputes, 
including such questions as Slovak-Hungarian nationality frictions over language and 
citizenship laws and broader minority rights. Nonetheless, relations between Buda-
pest and Bratislava are not as tense as they were during the 1990s, when they under-
mined broader Visegrad cooperation, and both of the current administrations under-
stand the need for coexistence and cooperation.

Some capitals could become selective in their V4 involvement. Specifically, if Po-
land renews its focus on the Weimar Triangle with Germany and France, this may 
limit its engagement within Visegrad. Warsaw has aspirations to become a major EU 
player and if it develops stronger ties with Germany, this may create the appearance 
of detachment from its smaller neighbors and generate resentment over its alleged 
regional big power ambitions.

Critics of Poland’s foreign policy perceived the previous Donald Tusk government 
(2011–2014) as intent on placating Russia, Germany, and France to the detriment 
of local neighborhood relations. Diplomats from several Visegrad states complained 
that it was difficult to involve their Polish counterparts in regional projects, as Warsaw 
looked toward Berlin as its primary continental partner. The authorities in Warsaw 
contended that by acquiring greater influence inside the EU and with Berlin and Paris, 
they would have more of an impact on the Union’s eastern dimension and provide mo-
mentum to its Eastern Partnership Program (EaP). Warsaw’s focus has shifted some-
what under the Law and Justice (PiS) party government, elected in October 2015, 
and has focused greater attention on developing relations with immediate neighbors 
including its three Visegrad partners.

Other factors could also play a negative role in V4 cohesion, including the elec-
tion of new governments with alternative regional priorities; a lack of EU and national 
funding for Visegrad projects; increasing economic disparities between the V4 econo-
mies; differing relations with the US; diversifying commitments to NATO and declining 
military capabilities; and potential economic competition in attracting Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI). 

CONTRADICTORY IMPULSES

The Visegrad group stands at the forefront of two intra-European movements that ap-
pear contradictory and will need to be reconciled in the years ahead: national sovereign-
ty and asymmetrical integration. While some Visegrad governments claim that they are 
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defending national sovereignty from dilution and assimilation in a uniform “European 
mainstream,” they are also opposed to being left on the sidelines of the process of deep-
er integration among EU members. The momentum of more intensive integration would 
leave them more politically isolated and potentially economically poorer.

Across Europe, the defense of sovereignty has become a clarion call for politi-
cians and parties opposing a Brusso-centric EU that determines the economic, cul-
tural, and social policies of each member state. In small countries that have suffered 
throughout their history from foreign imperialism and cultural assimilation, there is 
pronounced fear of losing national identity through integration in a broader Homo 
Europeanicus. Such sentiments are heightened by opposition to what is perceived 
as attacks on traditional values by an allegedly “liberal” and “globalized” elite. This 
has appeal among broad segments of the population who may feel both culturally 
threatened and dismayed at widening economic disparities in their countries, which 
Euroskeptic politicians have pledged to rectify.

The incumbent governments in Budapest and Warsaw in particular view themselves 
as the bastions of a social and cultural “counter-revolution” against EU liberalism and 
secularism, a national-populist approach that helps to sustain them in power. Their part-
nership is also mutually beneficial, as they can both block EU censure motions against 
the other. One of the key triggers for national resistance is immigration from outside 
Europe. The call for cultural self-defense has wide appeal in much of Europe, even in 
countries where Muslim immigrants are few and their appeal for new migrants appears 
slim, such as the Visegrad states. All four Visegrad capitals have underscored that they 
will not accept significant numbers of asylum seekers from the Middle East and North 
Africa and have rejected the European Commission’s quota system for migrants. 

In both Hungary and Poland the program for defending national sovereignty has 
involved strengthening the controls of the ruling parties over national institutions, 
including the constitutional court and judicial system, as well as closer supervision 
of the official mass media. Other EU governments have attacked these moves as 
undermining governmental accountability, the rule of law, the separation of powers, 
and media freedoms that each state pledged to honor when it joined the Union. 
Budapest and Warsaw both face EU infringement proceedings although it remains 
unclear whether any real consequences will result. A continuation of current poli-
cies in Hungary and Poland and a renewed challenge to democratic institutions in 
the Czech Republic following the October 2017 elections could place the Visegrad 
states in a category of “faltering democracies.” Given the perceptions of democratic 
backsliding, they could become increasingly ostracized and excluded by a more in-
tegrated EU core based around Germany and France.

Even while voicing their cultural and political Euroskepticism, the Visegrad states 
express deep concern over the emergence of a two-tier or multi-speed EU, as pro-
posed by some older EU members that can cluster around Germany and France 
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and potentially marginalize the CEE region. The Visegrad states do not want to be 
stranded on the sidelines and evidently do not want V4 to be perceived as an anti-EU 
or anti-democratic bloc. 

As a result, the V4 governments are engaged in an often-confusing balancing 
act: opposing both EU federalization or any weakening of inter-state bonds through 
a return to only a single market. Their ideal model would be an EU that is united on 
issues important to them, such as economic development and the protection of 
borders, but avoids tighter fiscal and political integration as proposed by some of 
the older EU members. Paradoxically, if the role of supranational institutions within 
the EU were to be decreased, this would actually weaken the bargaining position of 
each Visegrad state within the Union.

The overarching problem is that the four Visegrad states are insufficiently strong 
or influential to impact on the decisions of Germany, France, Italy, or other EU coun-
tries that may seek a more politically and institutionally integrated Union. For instance, 
French President Emmanuel Macron has openly stated that a multi-speed Europe is 
a reality and that countries seeking tighter integration should not attempt to push all 
capitals to move forward in unison, thus indicating that the Visegrad countries may 
be excluded from the process. For him, the foremost requirement for integration is a 
reinforcement of the Eurozone. This could weaken the position of the V4 countries, 
although less so in the case of Slovakia, and could contribute to dividing the four cap-
itals. Slovakia is the only Visegrad country to have adopted the euro, while the other 
three have no plans to join the common currency, despite their EU accession treaties 
requiring such a move.

Given the ongoing uncertainties over the policies of the Donald Trump adminis-
tration and the long-term impact of Brexit, the Visegrad states would each bene-
fit from developing closer ties with Germany.1 The UK’s departure removes a large 
state that has sided with a number of economic and social policies supported by 
the V4 countries and places Berlin and Paris in a stronger position within the Union. 
Collectively, the four Visegrad states have the potential to significantly contribute 
to the development of the EU economy by ensuring social stability and tightening 
budgetary discipline, and this will increase their influence in Berlin and Brussels. 
And despite their criticisms of the EU, each capital advocates preserving the Union’s 
cohesion policy, as they benefit economically from such investments.

In the security realm, each V4 government has sought complementarity between 
the EU and NATO. Poland, in particular, which feels most exposed to Russia’s aggres-
sive revisionism, does not want European defense capabilities to undermine the role 
of NATO in providing collective defense. 

However, some worrisome trends are also evident in CEE that gives ammunition 
to nationalist and anti-NATO political forces in each country. A public opinion poll 
conducted in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia and released in 
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May 2017 by the International Republican Institute (IRI) indicates waning commit-
ment to Euro-Atlantic institutions and vulnerabilities to Russian influence.2 It reveals 
a number of disturbing trends, including falling support for NATO, tensions over the 
nature of European identity, and discontent with socioeconomic challenges. Such 
sentiments are exploited by Moscow to divide the Union and the Alliance. In Slovakia, 
60 percent of respondents feel that the US presence actually increases +++national 
insecurity. A majority of respondents in all four countries evidently support “neutral-
ity” towards both NATO and Russia (Slovakia: 73%; Czech Republic: 61%Hungary: 
58%; Poland: 53%). 75% of Slovaks believe that Russia should be a security partner, 
followed by 59% of Czechs, 54% of Hungarians, and 35% of Poles.

The Visegrad formation is not considered as a security group and has no sig-
nificant common military structures, although it has recently accelerated plans 
to form a small Battle Group. Individual governments have sought alternative in-
ternational formats, in addition to NATO, to more effectively pursue their various 
national security objectives. For instance, Poland has developed closer security 
ties with the three Baltic countries of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. It is also trying 
to develop a broader alliance within the Three Seas Initiative (TSI) that includes 
Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. The goal of the groups is largely econom-
ic, in fostering regional projects in the areas of energy, transportation, and digital 
communication.   The TSI is intended to complement connectivity between Eu-
rope’s West and East, particularly along a north-south axis, but will be dependent 
on EU funding contributions.

For their part, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and Austria are exploring stronger 
connections in the Slavkov Triangle. In January 2015, Czech Prime Minister Bohu-
slav Sobotka, Slovak Prime Minister Robert Fico, and Austrian Chancellor Werner 
Faymann met at Slavkov near Brno in the Czech Republic. They adopted a joint 
position against tightening sanctions on Moscow, claiming that all sanctions are 
ineffective and should be lifted. The Slavkov Triangle was designed to coordinate 
infrastructure, transport, and energy projects between the three countries. 

In contrast with the V4, the Slavkov initiative is becoming institutionalized, with 
a permanent tripartite working group on the level of deputy foreign ministers. This 
model of cooperation may become an incentive to include other countries, such as 
Slovenia and Croatia, in regional economic endeavors that could actually provide 
new inroads for Moscow. The Slavkov initiative appeared to be a tactical victory 
for the Kremlin, because a new crack appeared in EU policy toward Russia that 
cuts across Central Europe and may undermine both V4 and TSI collaboration.
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RUSSIAN DIVISIONS

While competitive geopolitics has returned to CEE with a vengeance through Russia’s 
pursuit of a new Moscow-centered “pole of power” in a broadly defined “Eurasia,” the 
common V4 response has been largely tepid and rudderless. Worse still, the region 
has exposed itself to Kremlin inroads through expanding economic, political, informa-
tional, and intelligence penetration. In sum, Visegrad largely resembles a microcosm 
of EU disunity.

Warsaw remains more assertive in focusing EU and NATO policy on Russia’s aggres-
sion in the CEE neighborhood, has campaigned vigorously for energy independence 
from Russia, and has viewed trans-Atlantic relations as paramount. Poland is also the 
only V4 country that fulfills its NATO obligations by spending above 2% of its GDP on de-
fense. In contrast, Hungary, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic remain more circumspect 
toward Moscow.3 After Russia’s attack on Ukraine in early 2014, all three governments 
proved hesitant in supporting sanctions against Russian officials partly for economic 
and business reasons, especially where there is high dependence on Russian energy. 
In some cases, political leaders have displayed sympathy toward a more authoritarian 
political model or even perceive Moscow as a potential counterbalance to Brussels.

By focusing on short-term national or partisan party interests rather than more sig-
nificant strategic imperatives, Visegrad governments play into Moscow’s hands and 
encourage Putin’s ambitions in restoring Russia’s regional hegemony. For instance, the 
partition of Ukraine did not convince Budapest to terminate its contract with Rosatom 
for the modernization of the nuclear power plant in Paks, as Prime Minister Viktor Orbán 
avoided confrontation with Moscow and sought financial benefits. Czech Prime Minis-
ter Bohuslav Sobotka has opposed strengthening NATO forces in Europe, while Slovak 
Prime Minister Robert Fico has protested against an increasing American military pres-
ence in several CEE states. 

Russia’s officials focus on influencing political decisions in each Visegrad capital 
through a combination of diplomatic pressure, personal and professional contacts, 
disinformation campaigns, economic enticements, and energy dependence. Old com-
rade networks from Soviet times together with financial connections enable the Krem-
lin to exert political influence over certain officials and governments, challenge com-
mon EU and NATO positions, and assist Moscow’s international aspirations. Lucrative 
business contracts, donations to political campaigns, the possession of kompromat 
material, and various forms of financial corruption allow Moscow to exert political 
leverage and convince politicians to favor Russian investments or not oppose its for-
eign policy assertions. 

Moscow also endeavors to benefit from political, ethnic, religious, and social tur-
bulence in the region in order to keep governments off balance. Putin’s Kremlin ap-
peals to both the leftist old guard and the ultra-nationalist conservative Euroskeptics. 
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As elsewhere in Europe, democratic regression in CEE combined with the growth of 
nationalism and populism can favor Russia’s regional objectives by weakening dem-
ocratic institutions, engendering EU divisions, undermining NATO’s effectiveness, and 
distancing the region from the United States.

As a result of the Russia-Ukraine war, the Visegrad Group has been weakened, as 
has the Weimar Triangle, established in 1991 as a consulting mechanism between 
Germany, France, and Poland. Warsaw has been largely sidelined diplomatically from 
the attempted Ukrainian peace process, while Berlin and Paris pursue their own at-
tempts with Moscow to resolve the conflict over Ukraine by in effect freezing the proxy 
occupation of Donbas and accepting Russia’s annexation of Crimea. 

There are practical as well as diplomatic consequences arising from Visegrad’s 
divisions over Russia. After Moscow’s attack on Ukraine, numerous NATO countries 
launched programs to support the Ukrainian armed forces, but differences emerged 
between the V4 capitals in their levels of assistance. While Poland provided military 
support from the early stage of Moscow’s invasion, the other Visegrad capitals fo-
cused mostly on supplying humanitarian aid. Nonetheless, by 2016, three of the four 
countries launched military support projects and cooperation with the Ukrainian Min-
istry of Defense.4

In the eastern policies of the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary, relations with 
Russia traditionally predominated over those with Ukraine. Such an approach was 
barely affected by the Russia-Ukraine war, although it did eventually lead Bratislava, 
Prague, and Budapest to revive their relations with Ukraine, and the Visegrad format 
has proved constructive in this regard. Largely because of Poland’s involvement, the 
V4 have lobbied more actively for EU support for Ukraine and contributed to keeping 
the question of Ukraine on the EU’s agenda. In addition, all four states ratified the 
Association Agreement between the EU and Ukraine, supported the process of visa 
liberalization for Ukrainian citizens, and backed the implementation of the Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA) between Kyiv and Brussels. 

The V4 has also become involved in more intensive energy cooperation with 
Ukraine. Poland, Slovakia, and Hungary have played a key role in enabling the transit 
of gas supplies from the West to Ukraine via reverse flows through their territories, 
thus ensuring the security of gas supplies after Russia halted provisions following 
its seizure of Crimea. The V4 is also involved in transferring experience to Ukraine for 
increasing energy efficiency and reforming the energy sector to better integrate with 
the EU energy market. 

In addition, regardless of their extensive dependence on gas supplies from Russia, 
Hungary and Slovakia joined the criticism of plans to construct the Nord Stream 2 
pipeline from Russia to Germany under the Baltic Sea, which would bypass Ukraine. 
However, as plans for implementing Nord Stream 2 continued to develop, countries 
other than Poland have decreased their resistance to the project. Prague, Budapest, 
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and Bratislava still view Russia as a largely reliable supplier of energy resources and 
have sought ways to halt the decline in trade and investment with Moscow precipitat-
ed by Western economic sanctions. 

Despite the divergences in national approaches, the Visegrad format has enabled Po-
land, which has a more realistic long-term approach toward Russia and Ukraine, to play a 
positive role in helping to shape the position of its neighbors. For instance, in a joint meet-
ing of the V4 countries with the Prime Minister of Ukraine in Krynica, Poland, in September 
2016 they formulated a common position on the inviolability of borders and the territorial 
integrity of Ukraine.5 Although some V4 leaders have questioned the rationale of econom-
ic and financial sanctions against Russia, thus far none of the four capitals have chosen 
to block the renewal of sanctions in the forum of the EU Council. They have also declared 
their full support for the “Minsk process” dealing with the proxy insurgency in Ukraine’s 
Donbas and the implementation of agreements concluded in Minsk. 

It is worth remembering that support for the European aspirations of Ukraine and 
other countries in the EU’s eastern neighborhood has been one of the core policy 
prescriptions of the V4. Since entry into the EU in 2004, one of the main stated goals 
has been active participation in shaping the EU’s neighborhood policy towards the 
states of Eastern and South Eastern Europe, and backing their aspirations to become 
EU members. This policy gained greater traction after the launch in 2009 of the East-
ern Partnership, a Polish-Swedish initiative supported by the other V4 states. Indeed, 
the Visegrad group has become an important format for strengthening ties between 
Ukraine and the EU. In recent years, Ukraine has held meetings in the V4 Plus formula 
at the presidential, prime ministerial, and ministerial levels. Such meetings provide 
opportunities to develop collaboration in a broad assortment of economic spheres. 

Ukraine has also been the biggest non-Visegrad beneficiary of programs funded by 
the International Visegrad Fund (IVF).6 Between 2005 and 2016 Ukrainians received a 
total of €4.5 million in the form of grants and scholarships, representing 6% of the IVF’s 
total budget during this period. Ukraine has also been the IVF’s largest beneficiary of all 
the Eastern Partnership countries, with almost half of the funding earmarked for Kyiv. 
Projects financed by the Fund are intended to reinforce social contacts between Ukraine 
and the Visegrad states and support the economic reform process in Ukraine. 

Looking ahead, the Visegrad states need to be cognizant of Moscow’s attempt to 
undermine their relations with Kyiv by capitalizing on minority questions in western 
Ukraine. For instance, after Ukraine passed an educational bill in September 2017 that 
mandated the use of the Ukrainian language in schools, the legislation was swiftly 
condemned in Budapest for allegedly violating the rights of the Hungarian minority. In 
response, the Hungarian government threatened to stop Ukraine’s integration with the 
EU and its criticisms of Kyiv were echoed and amplified by the Russian media.7 Buda-
pest had previously come under criticism for attacking the state of minority rights in 
Ukraine at a time when the country was being forcibly partitioned by Moscow. 
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FUTURE TARGETS

The Visegrad grouping has opportunities to increase its effectiveness but not by seek-
ing to establish permanent structures, as this would likely turn the initiative into another 
expensive and unwieldy sub-European bureaucracy without boosting its effectiveness. 
The Group would then exist regardless of its usefulness and vitality. V4 needs to focus 
on realistic capabilities and prioritize a limited but achievable agenda, either in resolving 
existing regional problems or in launching valuable new initiatives inside or outside the 
EU. Above all, to be successful Visegrad must remain focused, streamlined, and conse-
quential. In this spirit, four recommendations are offered for the V4 in its future targets:

 y Atlanticism: V4 needs to adopt a more assertive Atlanticist position to maintain 
US involvement in the defense of Europe’s security. This will increase the Group’s 
cohesion and effectiveness and enhance its role as a player inside the EU. With-
out such a renewed impetus, the V4 may prove unable to play a significant role in 
the geopolitical struggle for the long-term security and independence of Central 
and Eastern Europe.

 y Regionalism: Regional integration in such domains as infrastructure, cultural ex-
change, tourism, and the implementation of the EU‘s environmental goals will 
strengthen each member of the Visegrad group. This corresponds to the original 
purpose of the V4 and will be welcomed by Germany for its stabilizing effect on 
the broader region. 

 y Security: V4 can focus on enhanced security cooperation by increasing military 
expenditures to NATO requirements of 2% of GDP.8 Poland is the only V4 coun-
try currently meeting this benchmark. Slovakia’s defense expenditures comprise 
1.19% of its GDP, the Czech Republic, 1.07%, and Hungary, 1.05%. However, the 
three laggards appear ready to boost their defense spending although this will 
reportedly take time. Moreover, defense spending needs to be channeled into the 
required NATO capabilities and this can be enhanced through joint defense acqui-
sitions. Such a program would save revenues and help each V4 country in acquir-
ing modern Western technology and reinforce Allied interoperability. Additionally, 
Visegrad states need to be on guard to mobilize opposition against attempts 
by some EU members to create an alternative European military structure that 
would drain resources from NATO and weaken the trans-Atlantic alliance.

 y Neighborhood: In the Eastern Neighborhood, the V4 could become the main pro-
ponent of either replacing or supplementing Germany and France in the obstructed 
Minsk agreements concerning Russia’s war in Ukraine and help pursue a common 
EU position. As during their NATO and EU accession process, the CEE should not 
acquiesce to Moscow’s neo-imperial and revisionist strategy in their immediate 
neighborhood, as this will undermine their own security and sovereignty.
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The defense of national sovereignty, as claimed throughout Central Europe, must 
also involve the defense of national and regional security. This in turn requires speed-
ing up the timetable for meeting NATO benchmarks in defense spending and helping 
to strengthen NATO’s eastern flank against Moscow’s revisionism. It is time for all 
countries to fully commit in both word and deed to a common defense and demon-
strate that they are reliable neighbors and allies whose own sovereignty is worth de-
fending by the US.
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