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

ABSTRACT

The Austrian foreign minister Sebastian Kurz has won the recent snap elections and 
will most likely become the youngest chancellor in the history of the second republic. 
Although his party has been in government since the late 1980s, he was able to con-
vince voters that he would be the force of renewal and also partly adopted the rhetoric 
of the far-right Freedom Party, which will in all likelihood become part of the next coa-
lition government. In this article we look at the implications of the potential chancellor 
Kurz on the relations with the Austrian neighbouring countries, especially the Visegrád 
Four. We will also take into consideration the challenges and opportunities for Vienna 
through upcoming presidency of the Council of the European Union in the second half 
of 2018, and present an argument for more macro-regional governance in the EU.

AUSTRIA AFTER THE NATIONAL COUNCIL ELECTION

Although it is unlikely that Austria will have a new government until the publication of 
this article, we can assume that the next chancellor will be Sebastian Kurz from the 
Austrian People’s Party (Österreichische Volkspartei – ÖVP). With an unprecedented 
victory of such a young lead candidate at the elections to the National Council (Na-
tionalrat) – the Austrian parliament – the only 31 year old current foreign minister 
won with 31.5 per cent of the vote, gaining 7.5 per cent in comparison to the last elec-
tions in 2013. Never before in the second Austrian Republic had a chancellor from 
the Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Österreichs – SPÖ) lost an 
election against a competitor from the ÖVP. The SPÖ came second with 26.9 per cent 
keeping the far-right Freedom Party (Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs – FPÖ) at the 
third place but only by a margin of 0.9 per cent.1 Although being part of every govern-
ment since 1986/87, Kurz was able to re-brand the ÖVP as a force of change during 
the electoral campaign. Only in the very last stage were the initials of the party used 
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on the election posters. Kurz opened the lists for non-politicians and advertised them 
heavily without revealing too much of their political agenda. The traditional black co-
lour of the party was replaced by turquoise and the name changed to Sebastian Kurz 
List– the new People’s Party (Liste Sebastian Kurz – Die neue Volkspartei). The main 
factors for his victory may have been the adaption of positions of the FPÖ, especially 
concerning anti-immigration policies. Kurz mentioned repeatedly during the typical-
ly Austrian numerous TV debates that he was responsible for closing the so-called 
Balkan route. Therefore, a coalition with the FPÖ, which gained 5.5 per cent since the 
last election in 2013 and almost overtook the SPÖ, seems the most likely scenario. 

A theoretically possible coalition between the SPÖ and the FPÖ would not only 
mean that the front runner in the election will not become chancellor (something that 
happened before in 1999 when the ÖVP with Wolgang Schüssel came third but was 
able to convince the then second FPÖ to elect him as head of government), but also 
put further strains on the internally divided SPÖ. In Vienna, where the head of the local 
SPÖ, Mayor Michael Häupl, won his election against the FPÖ in 2015 and also did so 
in this federal election, a coalition with the FPÖ’s party leader Heinz-Christian Strache 
is categorically excluded. A party convention decision still stands that no coalition on 
the federal level with the far-right party should be concluded. In the Burgenland, head 
of government Hans Niessl from the SPÖ, is in a coalition with the FPÖ, however, it 
has lost more than 4 per cent compared to the last Nationalrat elections in 2013. That 
doesn’t necessarily mean that the SPÖ will be in opposition, but even if they could 
form a government with the ÖVP again, Kurz would still be chancellor (apart from the 
fact that both parties are currently suing each other due to a scandal involving dirty 
campaigning from an advisor to the SPÖ and alleged paying off for information from 
the ÖVP). As long as the current chancellor Christian Kern remains head of the SPÖ, 
according to his announcement, the Social Democrats will be in opposition.2

Speculations about a minority government with changing majorities depending 
on the topic under discussion would also have Kurz as the head of government. At 
the moment, a coalition with the FPÖ is the most likely scenario. Negotiations have 
already started and are expected to conclude – if successful – until Christmas.3 So in 
our analysis we will look at the implications of this situation for the Austrian foreign 
policy towards its neighbours and especially towards the Visegrád Four states under 
a new ÖVP-led government. Furthermore, the upcoming Austrian council presidency 
in the second half of 2018 ending the trio cycle of Estonia and Bulgaria will be taken 
into account. In that light, this article will also look at macro-regional strategies and 
regional policy-making and their implications for the future of the European Union. 
Finally, we will offer some recommendations to strengthen the Central and Eastern 
European position in Brussels multi-level governance.
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HISTORIC LOW LEVEL OF COOPERATION

In the last years, Austria has seen a historic low level of cooperation with its im-
mediate neighbors. One reason for this is certainly the different policies during the 
main phase of the refugee movements in summer 2015. While Kurz also shared the 
welcome culture of Germany’s chancellor Angela Merkel, the Hungarian Prime Minis-
ter Victor Orbán in particular took an opposite stance. The divide then became even 
more apparent when a solution for the distribution of asylum seekers within the EU 
was met with stark opposition from the V4. While Merkel kept her point of view during 
her own electoral campaign that ended just three weeks earlier than the Austrian, the 
rhetorical change from Kurz will at least help to ease these tensions with the V4. The 
last chancellor from the ÖVP, Wolfgang Schüssel, is still keeping close contacts to 
Victor Orbán, but without direct consequences for Austria. During the first Austrian 
Presidency of the Council of the European Union the then foreign minister Schüssel 
started the membership negotiations with the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland 
(despite the opposition from France and Germany). One may criticize that the rela-
tions between Hungary and Austria is comparatively a very weak one, given this long 
historical tradition. This is a pity, because we need a closer cooperation along the riv-
er Danube, where Hungary is playing a very important role, but at the moment is not 
too much engaged in mutual cooperation with Vienna. In the beginning of the 2000s, 
there were common sessions of the council of ministers of Hungary and Austria, 
which has not yet happened again in this format since the last meeting in Vienna on 
20th December 2005. Both Kurz and Strache have been claiming a close and good 
relationship to Orbán during the electoral campaign. While the uniting factor here 
was and is the shared view on stopping any (illegal) migration, the FPÖ will remain 
the great unknown variable. We do not know how the Freedom Party will influence 
foreign relations in the negotiations about a new government. Strache and almost all 
participants of his negotiation team have very close relations to the Kremlin and there 
is a strong pro-Russian fraction within the party. The FPÖ is part of the Europe of Na-
tions and Freedom (ENF) political group together with, amongst others, the Northern 
League from Italy, the National Front from France and the Party for Freedom from the 
Netherlands, which all do have close proximity to the Russian Federation and aim to 
“destroy” the current system of governance in the European Union.

EUROSCEPTICISM IN AUSTRIA AND ENLARGEMENT OF THE V4?

So will we see a Eurosceptic turn in Austria similar to the developments in Hungary, 
Poland and likely in the Czech Republic? Might Austria even be a potential new member 
for the Visegrád group? Even in a coalition with the FPÖ, which has been openly working 
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together with Marine LePen in France, Geert Wilders in the Netherlands and also the 
nationalist, right-wing populist Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland – 
AfD) to “destroy” the current EU, Kurz will not adopt these policies. First, the Austrian 
president Alexander van der Bellen has already stated that he will only confirm a gov-
ernment with a clear pro-European commitment (he has this power according to the 
constitution; however, it has been rarely used. Nevertheless, during the last period of 
the FPÖ in the government coalition, the then president Thomas Klestil denied certain 
party members to become ministers). Second, not even the FPÖ has played any longer 
with a potential referendum about Austria leaving the EU (so-called Öxit or Outstria), 
because it has become widely unpopular after the decision of the United Kingdom to 
leave. And third, there will not be a majority in Austria for such an endeavor. Kurz will 
not risk his popularity among the young voters, who are generally open towards EU 
integration (although Austria seems not only in this case to be an abnormity compared 
to Western European electoral behavior, as the FPÖ was even more popular among the 
under 30 electorate).4 According to the latest Standard Eurobarometer for spring 2017, 
only 16 per cent of the Austrians see their country facing a better future outside of the 
EU. 49 per cent totally disagree. Which is nevertheless one of the lowest scores in the 
whole EU. Only the UK (39%), Cyprus (43%), Slovenia (47%) and Italy (45%) score lower. 
The newest member, Croatia, has the same number as Austria. The V4 not only have 
more than half of the population strongly disagreeing (Czech Republic 51%, Poland 
60%, Hungary 60%, Slovakia 61%), but also less than 10 per cent believing in a better 
future outside of the EU, with the exception of 13 per cent in the Czech Republic (Poland 
9%, Slovakia 8%, Hungary 7%).5

Austria has benefitted from the Eastern enlargement in 2004 but needs to find a 
replacement for those advantages as the positive economic effects have already 
started to wear off .6 Further enlargement could be one measure; however, Austria 
hasn’t been very active so far in contributing to an approximation of the (potential) 
candidate countries. A Eurosceptic government will not be able to work as an 
advocator for the Western Balkan states and therefore would lose the ability to be 
among the main beneficiaries from a further integration of these countries. However, 
Euroscepticism in the form Orbán acts, does not necessarily mean no new members. 
While for decades the widening of the EU went hand in hand with deepening the 
fields of cooperation among the member states, this logic has been abandoned in 
recent history in general, but especially by the Hungarian prime minister. The Orbán 
government advocates to keep European decision at bay, first and foremost when 
it comes to interfering with domestic policies. At the same time, his argumentation 
to restore European law when it comes to the Schengen agreement and the Dublin 
procedures is not wrong from a legal perspective. Furthermore, he has been a 
strong advocator of an accession of the former Yugoslav countries and Albania 
as soon as possible, reiterating this position during the 6th Annual European Union 
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Strategy for the Danube Region (EUSDR) Forum held in Budapest on 18 October 
2017. Therefore Orbán’s Euroscepticism is oriented towards less policy integration 
but with more member states.

In that sense, Austria and Hungary seem to be very much aligned in their poli-
cies. We will most likely see a tightening of the integration measurements for asylum 
seekers, an area that has been in Kurz’ responsibility from the very early stages of 
his political career as state minister for integration back in 2011. Furthermore, he 
took responsibilities for integration from the ministry of the interior when becoming 
foreign minister in 2013. It is unlikely that he would let the FPÖ take over these tasks 
in a potential coalition government. The FPÖ would more likely become responsible 
for the already very conservative ministry of the interior and exercise even harsher 
restrictions to be able to present themselves as securing Austrians in Austria. 

Nevertheless, the electoral campaign has shown that the leader of the new Peo-
ple’s Party is able to adapt his policies if they benefit him. The question will be if 
the for now seemingly unconditionally following former strongmen (and to a less-
er extent strongwomen) in the ÖVP will also follow a less pro-European course. At 
this time, Sebastian Kurz has ensured his European partners at the recent summit in 
Brussels that he will act as a bridgehead for the EU, should he become chancellor.7

All of this does not prevent a potential enlargement of the Visegrád Four since 
there is no anti-Brussels stance as a pre-condition. However, the reservations among 
Orbán and Co. might relate to the fact that now they can form a solid block within the 
EU, which might become more diverse when having more members (Slovenia is also 
mentioned in that context). Generally the interest of the V4 in Austria remains very 
limited. While the FPÖ has repeatedly said that they favor joining, Kurz has clearly 
stated that this would not be his interest, but rather trying to improve relations with 
all Eastern European states, members and non-EU members alike.8 The V4 countries 
themselves do not always form a coherent block within decisions concerning the EU 
as the re-election of Donald Tusk as president of the European Council has shown. 
While the Polish Law and Justice (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość – PiS) government tried 
to prevent a second term for the former prime minister, Orbán and also his Czech 
and Slovak colleagues supported Tusk. Relations to the Russian Federation are seen 
much more sceptically in Warsaw, than in the other three Visegrád countries. Slovakia 
has already adopted the Euro as common currency and Prague might have followed 
in the near future, although after the recent election in the Czech Republic with Andrej 
Babiš’ ANO party clearly winning almost 30 per cent of the vote, this has become less 
likely. Joining the Eurozone is currently not a policy goal of neither Orbán’s Fidesz 
nor PiS. Babiš nevertheless stated that he does not intend to take the country on a 
similar course like Poland or Hungary, but sees a strong partner in Sebastian Kurz, 
especially regarding refugee policy, although he will face greater difficulties to form a 
government than his Austrian counterpart.9



24 Erhard Busek – Sebastian Schäffer

AUSTRIA’S EU PRESIDENCY

It is somewhat ironic that during the last EU presidency back in 2006, Vienna also had 
a chancellor from the ÖVP. Brussels had to deal with a major internal crisis as well, the 
failure of the Constitutional Treaty had a similar effect as the Brexit referendum. During 
the Austrian presidency a new approach towards what is now the Treaty of Lisbon was 
started. Kurz will have to help finish the Brexit negotiations, in order for the result to be 
ratified until March 2019, if not, the UK and Brussels will fall back to WTO regulations 
and (trade) relations. But this is the only similarity. The world (and the EU – read: its 
members) is different. The V4 states had just been admitted then into the club. Euro-
scepticism did not really exist, especially in the Central and Eastern European countries, 
or if it did, then it existed in Slovakia, which is now, as mentioned above, the only Viseg-
rád country to have introduced the Euro. The first “new” member state (Slovenia) only 
held the presidency in 2007,  but all of the countries from the 2004 enlargement will 
have held the position by the end of this year. Schüssel, while having recovered from 
the pariah status within the EU-15 after the other 14 countries introduced diplomatic 
sanctions due to the formation of a government with the FPÖ in 1999, was approaching 
the end of his term and chancellery. Kurz will just have started his first year as head of 
government and even if the far-right Freedom Party will be part of it, he will not have to 
face any repercussions from Brussels. Two reasons we should stress here: 

First, in 1999, there were almost no far-right parties driving the political agenda in 
the member states. This changed with the enlargement of 2007, as there was again 
a right-wing nationalist (yet short-lived) political group called Identity, Tradition, Sov-
ereignty (ITS) formed in the European Parliament, which had not existed in that form 
since 1994. In conjunction with this, the Treaty of Lisbon has further strengthened the 
role of the EP and therefore it has become much more important to keep the various 
political parties from the different member states in a strong fraction, in order to be 
able to find decisions. So while a more relevant role of the parliament in the deci-
sion-making procedure helps to alleviate to a certain extent the democratic deficit 
of the European Union, it also creates the paradox situation that the Fidesz party still 
belongs to the European People’s Party (where also the ÖVP is a member), despite its 
attempts to decrease democracy at home.10 Jan-Werner Müller argues that without 
the importance to keep a majority within the EPP, Fidesz might have already been 
excluded.11 As mentioned above, the FPÖ is part of the ENF political group, successor 
to the ITS. Currently there is a strong desire from Brussels to achieve an exit of the 
potential coalition partner for the ÖVP from the ENF. This has, however, been rejected 
by Norbert Hofer, former candidate for the Austrian presidency from the FPÖ, stating 
that membership in a group in the European Parliament does not say anything with 
regards to content orientation of a political party, using the example of the ÖVP being 
member of the same group as Fidesz.12
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Second, especially over the last five years with the presidential campaign of Donald 
Trump, the political rhetoric and its acceptance in the political discourse changed 
tremendously. Slogans that normally would have ended a political career are now 
yesterday’s headlines, only to be outdone tomorrow (and sometimes retracted the 
day after). In Germany the AfD holds 94 seats in the Bundestag, instantly becoming 
the third biggest party with 12.6 per cent of the vote. The campaign was heavily in-
spired by the former FPÖ campaigning. While Kurz promises a new political culture 
in the country, this might in the end mean something different than expected, both 
from him and the general public. Instead of fighting against crusted structures, the 
FPÖ might become a reliable partner bringing further polarization into the political 
discussion and therefore contributing to a normalization of this discourse. This be-
came apparent when, during the parliamentary election, most of the radical positions 
and their main perpetrators – first and foremost the party secretary general Herbert 
Kickl – were almost invisible, contrary to the presidential elections of last year (which 
goes along with Hofer’s aforementioned statement that we leave uncommented for 
everyone’s own interpretation).

All Visegrád governments are either in coalition with parties using similar stand-
points or are incorporating those positions into their party program. Therefore 
Austria will not be the odd one out as 18 years ago, but rather be one amongst a 
few, further aligning with its neighbors. Nationalistic, far-right Euroscepticism has 
come of age.

Apart from the Brexit negotiations, the Austrian presidency will also finish the trio 
program consisting of Estonia and Bulgaria. Five priorities have been presented: 

1. A Union For Jobs, Growth And Competitivness (sic!)
2. А Union That Empowers And Protects All Its Citizens
3. Towards An Energy Union With A Forward-Looking Climate Policy
4. A Union Of Freedom, Security And Justice
5. The Union As A Strong Global Actor13

This will prove the ability of a Kurz government to work together with all EU mem-
bers to a test. While the interest in reaching a solution with the United Kingdom 
that works for both parties seems to be more or less a consensus, the working 
programme – depending on which ministries are held by which party in the new 
coalition government – bears potential conflicts with the big countries like Germany 
and France for instance in the fields of environmental protection and reform of the 
internal security of the Union.
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A NEW “DILEMMA DER GLEICHZEITIGKEIT“

The German political sociologist Claus Offe coined the term “Dilemma der Gleich-
zeitigkeit“ (dilemma of simultaneity) when analysing the transformation processes in 
Central and Eastern Europe at the beginning of the 1990s.14 In his article he referred 
to the necessity and at the same time seemingly impossible challenge to introduce 
political and economic transformation as well as in certain cases even nation building 
after the fall of the iron curtain. The EU is currently facing its very own “Dilemma der 
Gleichzeitigkeit”, dealing with the Brexit, necessary internal reform and potential enlarge-
ment. However, if done right, this can lead to a stronger EU and if there is one lesson to 
learn from the history of European integration, it is certainly that Brussels has always 
emerged stronger from a crisis. The Single European Act overcame the so-called Eu-
rosclerosis describing the stagnation of European integration in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Paving the groundwork for today’s Single Market and introducing the qualified majority 
voting which nowadays has become the regular decision-making procedure, preventing 
giving one country a veto power. The setback of the negative referendums on the Treaty 
establishing a Constitution for Europe in France and the Netherlands ultimately led to 
the Treaty of Lisbon, containing the majority of the proposed reforms of the Constitu-
tional Treaty, leaving out only largely symbolic potential changes. The new Austrian gov-
ernment will have the chance to drive the EU out of its current crisis but is also at risk to 
be overburdened with the simultaneous tasks at hand. Due to the political convergence 
to the V4 after the National Council elections but also as a partner for Germany and 
France, the Kurz government does have the potential to serve as the promised bridge-
head in this discussion and negotiations. With London leaving the EU, there will also 
be a power shift in the European Council. The new double majority, where a decision is 
taken if at least 55 per cent of the member states that at the same time represent 65 
per cent of the population agree, the roughly 65 million less inhabitants of the United 
Kingdom in this calculation will expand voting powers of bigger countries like Poland. 
But also, according to the calculations of Ralf Thomas Göllner, the Visegrád countries 
in total would increase their relative voting power by 36.1 per cent.15 If we add Austria 
(+3%), the V4 plus one will almost reach a 40 per cent expansion of their voting power. 
Together with Romania (+6.7%) and Bulgaria (+2.0%), this almost reaches 50 per cent. 
However, the more likely partners in the V4 plus plus format, Slovenia (-2.5%) and Cro-
atia (-0.4%), actually diminish the decision-making power of the block. In any case, the 
Central and Eastern European states will gain significant influence, first and foremost 
Poland, which alone accounts for 27.8 per cent of the rising voting power of the Viseg-
rád Four. This will certainly not contribute to a more balanced approach within the block 
from Warsaw, who already considers itself to be more important than its partners. As an 
honest broker, Austria could definitely shape the future of European integration, if good 
relations with its neighbors will be improved. One aspect that has been neglected so far 
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is that, with the exception of Donald Tusk as president of the European Council and for 
a very brief period Jerzy Buzekas president of the European Parliament, the member 
states have so far failed to integrate representatives from the Central and Eastern Euro-
pean countries in top positions in Brussels. Furthermore, institutions and agencies are 
almost exclusively located in the “old” member states. This certainly prevents identifica-
tion as equal partners within the EU among the population of the “new” member states. 
Although location and country of origin can certainly not be the only factor in such de-
cisions, it should be taken into account to foster coherence and balance in the Union. 

MACRO-REGIONALISATION INSTEAD OF RENATIONALISATION 
AND AUTONOMY

Since the mid-1980s regionalization has been an ongoing discussion within the context 
of European integration. Mainly driven by the German Länder in the beginning, it has 
become by now within a Union of 28 countries a discussion of preserving the national 
identities of the old and new member states. Subsidiarity has shifted from a concept 
of countries acting together in solidarity to a concept of more autonomy for the mem-
ber states within the system of multi-level governance. While in principle this is useful 
regarding questions of identity, democracy and to a certain extent also efficiency, there 
is a looming danger of undermining the basic idea of the EU. Additionally, with inde-
pendence movements in Scotland (although neglected by the population pre-Brexit) 
and more recently in Catalonia as well as striving for more autonomy of regions in Italy 
(Lombardy and Veneto), Brussels’ ability to act is further destabilized, since the EU is 
only as strong as its member states let it be. Weaker countries therefore equal a weaker 
EU. We believe that not only has the EU proven its capacity to alleviate regional differenc-
es economically but also politically, be it internally (e.g. Germany) or between member 
countries (Northern Ireland, South Tyrol). Smaller blocks of similar interest within the EU 
like the V4 or the latest Three Seas Initiative can help to formulate opinions and help the 
negotiations on a European level; however, preserving regional and even national identi-
ty while at the same time contributing to European integration, macro-regional initiatives 
like the EUSDR and its existing as well as planned counterparts are much better suited.16 
The full potential of these relatively new concepts of governance within the EU has not 
yet been unlocked. A better coordination between the strategies is necessary and the 
“Three No’s” rule introduced by the European Commission (no new financial resources, 
no new institutions and no new regulations) should not be continuously repeated when 
it comes to discussions on their added value. Furthermore, existing cooperation within 
the targeted areas of those strategies in hindsight of duplication of efforts by all stake-
holders involved need to be avoided. Only then will regionalization be beneficial to the 
whole EU, not if it is undertaken nationally, but across borders. 
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This would contribute to the idea of a multi-speed Europe – countries that want to co-
operate more can do more together –, while at the same time it must ensure that the very 
core values upon which the EU is based – human rights, democracy, rule of law – are not 
undermined. This seems to be the biggest challenge: to overcome the division between 
the V4, which opposes differentiated integration and further deepening, and the ideas of 
the French president that outlined his vision for a stronger, reformed EU. Germany, while 
generally open to Emanuel Macron’s proposal, will have to determine its own ideas with 
the new coalition that will nevertheless be much more integration-friendly than the Viseg-
rád plus countries, including Slovenia, Croatia, Bulgaria and most likely also Austria.

The macro-regional structures represent the possibility to push the integration for-
ward. The chance of the macro regions is that in smaller entities than the whole Euro-
pean Union more common positions can be created. It is also easier to define what is 
necessary for the voters and also to focus on the local differences. One of the difficul-
ties until now is the different levels of integration and the differences, which is mainly 
described as the problem between North and South. It is not really the difference 
between the two directions but also the different development mainly depending on 
the time that the countries spent within the Soviet Empire. It is not possible to change 
the situation within a short term. One can see the difficulties in the realizations of the 
two Germanys, which is not only creating economic and social difficulties but also a 
different mentality and also sometimes extreme reactions. In Saxony, one of the new 
Länder within Germany that were located on the territory of the former German Dem-
ocratic Republic, the AfD became the strongest party in the federal election.17 Maybe 
it is necessary to develop more specific dialogues on this subject in different fields. 
It is crucial to bring it down to the local level, because here you can create an involve-
ment of more citizens explaining what is essential in Europe. We shall not forget that 
we have these difficulties also concerning the Western Balkans, where we have a still 
much more differentiated situation. The increasing importance of the Western Bal-
kans results from its neighboring on the Near East, especially to Turkey. It is to expect 
that migrants will continue to come from this area, but also from Africa through Libya. 
In this context, we hope that all stakeholders involved are able to develop a joint Med-
iterranean strategy of common affairs. Until now the example of Frontex activities in 
the Mediterranean Sea concerning migrants and “boat people” are not very satisfying. 
It is not a “border problem”, it is a problem of neighborhood and cooperation!

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

The elections to the National Council have presented the frontrunner Sebastian Kurz 
with a solid opportunity to use his mandate to form a government to not only im-
prove Austria’s relations to its neighbors but also take an important role in shaping 
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the future of the European Union. Cooperation with the Visegrád Four will be crucial 
in this endeavor. The Council presidency in the second half of 2018 is the necessary 
stage to bring all members of the European Union together. The upcoming parlia-
mentary elections in Hungary in spring 2018 will make this not an easy task, but 
if Kurz is able to work with Viktor Orbán past his more than likely re-election, gaps 
between the old and new member states could be significantly reduced. Poland will 
be a challenge to a different extent, since the size of the country and policies of the 
PiS government do differ to a certain extent from the other V4 countries and also 
Austria. Furthermore, if a reform of the European institutions fails to be delivered, 
the nationalistic, far-right, Eurosceptic parties in Central and Eastern Europe, but 
also in the whole EU, whether they are in government or opposition, will further be 
strengthened. 

This is the biggest challenge, but also the best opportunity for the new Austrian 
government to present them as pro-European. A true reform of the European Union 
needs a broader approach than just from Paris and Berlin. While in former days, the 
French-German motor was driving the engine of European integration, today this 
mechanism consists of much more parts. That doesn’t necessarily mean that we 
have 27 different opinions on the future of the EU; however, more sensitivities need 
to be taken into account. There will always be electoral campaigns ongoing in one 
or more of the member states. That must not be an excuse to stall reform. As we 
mentioned before, Kurz has the potential to bring together old and new member 
states, to lay the foundation for a political Union that consists of both and includes 
the Central and Eastern parts, because currently Brussels is still too much centered 
in the West. The great unknown will be Kurz’ coalition partner. It remains to be seen 
if a re-start of a Europe as Macron coined in his vision will be possible with the FPÖ, 
which – according to their European policy –is at best willing to reduce European 
decision-making to a minimum. 

For the daily European governance we reiterate the importance of using the mac-
ro-regional potential. Even with the increased decision-making power of the V4 plus 
countries, there will not be a blocking minority in the Council. Finding consensus will 
remain key. The Danube Region has a special position in that context. Not only does 
it comprise countries with the controversial standpoints concerning for instance the 
future regulation of the distribution of asylum seekers, but all the (potential) can-
didates for future enlargement are also located within or in the direct vicinity. And 
when we look further ahead to the external relations of the EU, especially towards 
the Russian Federation and the shared neighborhood, the future does indeed lie 
downstream.  
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