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Neither beautiful nor ugly, 
but functional: a pragmatic 
view on the Visegrad Group
Tomáš Strážay

Abstract: Th e Visegrad Four (V4) entered the third decennium of its existence as the 
most effi  cient regional cooperation in Central Europe and one of the most viable regional 
groupings in the entire European Union. Th e article suggests to hold a realistic perception 
of the V4 and avoid both exaggerated expectations and over criticism. It is divided in two 
main parts. While the fi rst part evaluates issues connected with the functioning of the V4, 
especially institutional background and size of the Group, the second part focuses mostly 
on thematic priorities of strategic importance. Th e main aim is to support the hypothesis 
that the Visegrad Group is far from an existential crisis and has a signifi cant potential for 
further development.

Introduction

Th e Visegrad Four entered the third decennium of its existence as the most ef-
fi cient regional cooperation in Central Europe and one of the most viable regional 
groupings in the entire European Union. For smaller countries like Slovakia or the 
Czech Republic the Visegrad Group represents an important instrument for pursu-
ing their own national interests and agenda on the EU level. It is therefore natural 
that they maintain the V4 as an important foreign and European policy priority. 
Th ough verbalized discrepancies in the V4 countries positions towards the crisis in 
Ukraine made recently several political analysts and journalists draw the prospects 
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of Visegrad cooperation in dark colors1, the Visegrad Group as such has maintained 
united and pro-active approach towards its eastern neighbor, which is also embodied 
in V4 declarations2. Nevertheless, the above mentioned discrepancies raised ques-
tions about the prospects for the Visegrad cooperation, the relevance of its institu-
tional background and adequacy of strategic priorities. 

An informally institutionalized initiative 

Th e V4 should by no means be considered as a coherent block of countries that 
would always speak in one voice. On the contrary, the V4 is a weakly institutionalized 
regional cooperation, based primarily on the willingness of participating countries to 
cooperate. Th e institutional background plays an important role while assessing the 
possibilities and aims of the Visegrad cooperation, so it deserves a closer look. Th e 
Visegrad cooperation has always been a politically driven initiative and is therefore 
underpinned by the willingness of all involved stakeholders to cooperate.3 Th ere exist 
just a few framing documents on which the V4 is based on — three general declara-
tions, two sets of guidelines plus one supplement to these guidelines. 

Th e fi rst declaration establishing the Visegrad Group was signed by the repre-
sentatives of the “Visegrad Th ree” (Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland) in 1991 
in Visegrad, Hungary. Th is declaration set up basic goals of this regional initiative 
and created the basis for further development of joint activities, including “the full 
involvement in the European economic and political system.”4 After the revitaliza-
tion of the cooperation in 1998, the prime misters of the V4 countries agreed on the 
Contents of Visegrad cooperation, which were approved in Bratislava in 1999. Th e 
Contents included substantive elements of the cooperation in eight areas, including 
foreign aff airs, internal aff airs, education, culture, science, environment, infrastruc-
ture and cross-border cooperation. Another important element of the Contents was 
the description of the structure of the Visegrad intergovernmental cooperation, as 
well as the involvement of other stakeholders, including parliaments and civil society 
organizations.5 Th e role of the presidency of the Visegrad Group was defi ned in 
the annex to the Contents.6 Th e rotating presidency was supposed to intensify the 
cooperation and concentrate it on a few priority areas. 

Main areas of cooperation in the post-accession period were then identifi ed in 
the so-called Kroměříž Declaration (2004) and attached Guidelines on the future 
areas of Visegrad co-operation (2004).7 Th e latter also described more precisely the 
mechanisms of cooperation while mentioning specifi c role of meetings of presidents 
of V4 countries and cooperation of parliaments. Th e last declaration was adopted in 
Bratislava on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of the Visegrad Group and besides 
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evaluating previous achievements it concentrates on the future commitments in the 
EU and broader trans-Atlantic space.8

In comparison to other regional groupings in the EU, such as BENELUX or Nor-
dic cooperation, the V4 is characterized by the weak level of institutionalization. In 
fact, the only standing institution in the V4 framework is the International Visegrad 
Fund9. Th ough low level of institutionalization has several undeniable advantages, 
including higher fl exibility and possibility to develop coalitions with other countries, 
it also has disadvantages in terms of the lack of a single coordinating body or purely 
informal character of adopted decisions. 

Th ere is a consensus in the Visegrad Group not to institutionalize it beyond the 
level of the International Visegrad Fund. It can be, however, argued that the tradition 
of regular political meetings on the level of presidents, prime ministers and experts 
provided the basis for the development of informal institutionalized practices. Th e 
same can be said about the V4 presidency as such. Th is specifi c modus operandi 
makes the Visegrad Group an informally institutionalized initiative. Also, this insti-
tutional format enables the V4 countries to maintain diff erent positions in some areas 
and concentrate solely on the issues of joint interest. Since the V4 countries are on 
diff erent circles of European integration — Slovakia being the most integrated one 
due to its membership in the Eurozone — rigidly institutionalized initiative would 
certainly cause problems in the coordination of positions. Nevertheless, the steadily 
increasing budget of the IVF and support from the V4 governments, together with 
growing number of grants and scholarships — also from non-Visegrad countries — 
prove that the importance of the IVF for the V4 is irreplaceable. In other words, also 
an informally institutionalized initiative like the V4 needs a standing institution with 
hierarchical bureaucratic structure and annual budget.

To sum up, the way to a closer coordination within the V4 may be achieved 
by strengthening existing and creating new instruments of cooperation rather than 
by introducing new institutions. An emphasis is given on regular communication 
among political leaders, representatives of state administration or experts. Th is type 
of cooperation can also be regarded as an institutionalized form, although of a more 
informal nature.

Th e question of further expansion 

Besides internal cohesion of the V4, its potential to address other partners is of 
the high importance, especially while taking into consideration the changes in the 
voting rules in the European Council that are related to the implementation of the 
Lisbon Treaty. 
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Th ough there exist a consensus among the Visegrad countries not to enlarge the 
V4, suggestions to expand the Group appear regularly on the table. One of the most 
recent suggestions came from the former Hungarian Foreign Minister Tibor Nav-
racsics who suggested to invite Croatia and Slovenia to the V410. Slovenia was also 
mentioned several times by the Czech President (and former Prime Minister) Miloš 
Zeman11, as well as by the former Hungarian Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány who 
suggested to expand the Visegrad Group of Austria and Slovenia already in 200412. 
Similar proposals appeared in the late nineties, while the most frequently mentioned 
candidates for “membership” were exactly Austria and Slovenia. Th e former Polish 
president Aleksander Kwasniewski even came with an initiative to invite Ukraine.13 
Th e question, however, remains whether the expansion of the V4 would be profi table 
for the founding “members” and whether it will bring expected results. 

Th e extension of the Visegrad Group would perhaps require changes in its modus 
operandi and would make it less effi  cient as regards the adoption of joint decisions 
and declarations. Such a decision would possibly also limit the number of areas 
where the participating countries could cooperate and reach a consensus. Th e more 
appropriate approach that satisfy both the needs of the Visegrad partners and desires 
of countries outside the Group seems to be the V4+ format. Th e V4+ mechanism 
enables countries outside V4 ‘to associate’ to V4 for a certain period of time and 
cooperate intensively in fi elds interesting for both the V4 countries and countries 
outside the group. Th is is a format which serves for better communication with 
countries and groupings of countries outside V4. Cooperation within this mecha-
nism is variable, for instance the focus can be on economic issues or research, but its 
objective may also be the EU accession agenda as is the case of the Western Balkan 
countries. It depends just on the needs of the external partners and interest of V4 
countries to accept such off ers for cooperation, so the space for cooperation is very 
extensive. 

Th e V4+ format already includes a wide variety of partners. Th ough most of them 
come from the EU (Nordic countries, BENELUX countries, Baltic states, Austria, 
Slovenia, Bulgaria, Romania etc.) or other European countries (Western Balkans, 
Eastern Partnership), the participation of non-European countries in joint initiatives 
is also unexceptional. Japan, for instance, has already become a traditional partner 
of the V4, while some other are also looking for possibilities to develop an enhanced 
cooperation with the V4 (one of the most recent examples is the Republic of  Korea). 
Th e areas of cooperation include sectorial priorities, such as transport, energy, de-
fense etc., but also know how transfer from transformation and integration pro-
cesses. An important task, however, is to maintain an adequate balance between the 
internal cohesion of the Visegrad Group and cooperation with an increasing number 
of non-V4 partners. 
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As already mentioned before, for individual V4 countries — including Slovakia 
and the Czech Republic — the V4 represents and important instrument for pursu-
ing their national interests. Th e V4 also serves as the basis — or as the core — for 
broader regional initiatives in which other EU members take part. Th e most recent 
examples include negotiations on the climate and energy package or adoption of 
the fi nancial perspective for 2014–2020. In both cases the V4 countries managed 
to serve as the basis for broader coalitions of like-mined countries. Th e coalition-
building potential will be even more important in the years to come. Th e change in 
the voting procedure in the EU Council that is connected with the implementation 
of the Lisbon Treaty forces the V4 countries to look for coalition partners in order 
to pursue their joint agenda on the EU level.14 Th e V4+ instrument can therefore 
become even more important tool for enhanced cooperation with the V4 and other 
like-minded countries and basis for either ad-hoc or even long-term coalitions in 
the EU.15

 Th ematic priorities 

An appropriate selection of common goals and aims turned out to be a crucial 
precondition for a successful functioning of the V4. Th e European Union off ers 
Visegrad countries an important instrument to advocate their own as well as regional 
priorities or policies. Strengthening coordination mechanisms within the framework 
of the V4 formula on the European level is a fact, although the V4 countries some-
times do not achieve general agreement in some areas. Th is is also the reason why 
the V4 became a recognized ‘trade mark’ in Brussels and why the Visegrad Group 
is not only regarded as a functional initiative having solely regional impact, but as 
an effi  cient regional platform that has an infl uence on the decision-making on the 
EU level, too. In light of the above it is not surprising that the challenges the V4 
faces now, as well as its most important goals are to a large degree inter-connected 
with EU policies. Joint action of the V4 countries has been noticeable, for example, 
in the context of negotiations on the EU fi nancial perspective for 2014–2020 and 
in their support of cohesion policy. Several achievements have been made in the 
area of sectorial cooperation, especially in the fi eld of energy and development of 
interconnectors on the North-South axis, as well as in the case of the climate and 
energy package. Transport and transport infrastructure are also becoming strategic 
priorities with the impact on the entire EU, though concrete results in this fi eld 
are not so visible yet. Th e area of security and defense is also becoming increasingly 
important, especially in the connection with the ongoing crisis in Eastern Ukraine, 
with an emphasis put on the creation of the V4 EU battle group in the EU in 
2016. Th e V4 territorial priorities — EU Eastern Neighborhood and the Western 
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Balkans — remain constant, though the V4 (and EU) backed concept of the Eastern 
Partnership is overcoming trying times due to the crisis in Eastern Ukraine. In both 
dimensions — Eastern and South-East — the International Visegrad Fund plays an 
unreplaceable role through introducing new and revitalizing already existing grant 
programs, which are becoming increasingly co-fi nanced by donors from third coun-
tries (the Netherlands, Germany, Japan, and Korea can serve as examples).

One of the biggest challenges the V4 faces is connected with the possibility to 
transfer best practices to the neighboring regions of Eastern and South-eastern Eu-
rope, as well as to provide them with adequate political support. Th is includes going 
forward in cooperation with Eastern neighbors within the Eastern Partnership initia-
tive, with specifi c focus of Ukraine. Th e main goal is approach the Eastern neighbors 
closer to EU standards, on political, economic, and societal levels. Assistance in the 
implementation of necessary reforms should also become integral part of this agenda. 

As regards the Western Balkans, the challenge is twofold. On the one hand, 
the V4 should convince the Western Balkan countries to continue reform processes 
that will guarantee their EU membership in the future, while on the other hand the 
V4 should also strengthen eff orts in convincing other EU members to guarantee 
the open door policy for all those countries who would meet membership criteria. 
Taking into consideration the statement of the president of the commission Jean 
Claude-Juncker that the EU needs a break in the enlargement process16, this task is 
particularly important. However, the V4 countries should not only ‘give a lecture’ 
to the Western Balkan countries, but also provide them with concrete information 
about problematic issues the V4 countries faced on the way to the EU accession so 
that they can avoid these mistakes. 

While taking into account solely economic factors, one has to admit that in case of 
Slovakia the V4 plays an irreplaceable role. According to the Slovak Statistical  Offi  ce, 
Slovakia’s bilateral trade with the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland reached more 
than 24 percent of its total trade in 2013.17 For comparison, the trade with Germany 
amounted only to 19 percent, while all three Visegrad countries are more signifi cant 
trading partners than neighboring Austria. Th ough the fi gures were slightly diff er-
ent for the Czech Republic (almost 16.4 percent of the total trade in 2012), the 
trade with V4 countries has been steadily increasing. Th e share of V4 countries as 
trade partners is also increasing in the case of the biggest V4 economy — Poland. 
Th e former Polish foreign minister Radosław Sikorski mentioned a few interesting 
facts about the V4 in his public presentation in Budapest in 2012: the combined 
GDP of the Visegrad countries tripled in comparison with the mid-nineties and 
already exceeds the GDP of Turkey. If the V4 was one country in would occupy the 
15th position among economic powers in the world (while considering purchasing 
power parity). Interestingly sounds a fi nding that the trade between Germany and 
the V4 countries already exceeds the trade of Europe’s largest economy with France.18 
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Th ough these statements create a perception that the Visegrad Group is a coher-
ent block rather than coalition of like-mined countries, concrete fi gures prove that 
Visegrad cooperation is obtaining economic signifi cance, too. 

Th e cooperation in energy is another huge theme touching upon all of the V4 
countries and having impact on the whole EU. Th e natural gas crisis from the begin-
ning of 2009, when the Czech Republic and other Visegrad partners helped Slovakia 
to tackle its gas shortage after Russia cut the fl ow of gas proved the need for better 
cooperation in this fi eld. Since all of the V4 countries are — though to a diff erent 
extent — dependent on foreign energy resources, the coordination of their positions 
in the fi eld of energy security can be considered as a natural step. Th e establishment 
of regular meetings on sectorial level on issues related to energy security shows an in-
creasing willingness for further coordination among the Visegrad partners, with the 
aim to diversify the suppliers and routes. Th e building of energy interconnectors on 
the North-South axis, which also includes Slovak-Polish, Czech-Polish and Slovak-
Hungarian interconnections, has also become one of the priorities for the entire 
EU. Th e plan to create a regional gas market in the V4 area can also be considered 
as a step on the way to the single energy market in the EU. Th e crisis in Ukraine 
brought the V4 countries another challenge — the issue of the reverse gas fl ow. All 
three V4 countries having direct borders with Ukraine responded adequately to this 
challenge, though Hungary decided to interrupt temporarily the reverse fl ow in the 
autumn of 2014. 

Despite the fact that all four V4 countries have diff erent energy mixes, they suc-
ceeded to coordinate their approach towards the newest climate-energy package. Not 
only this — they also managed to achieve the support of other like-minded countries 
(mostly among the “new” members states and infl uenced signifi cantly the debate on 
this issue on the EU level. It is also worth to mention that the V4 countries share 
similar positions regarding the use of nuclear energy. Th ough Poland is the only V4 
country without any nuclear reactor on its territory, it is planning to build one in 
the foreseeable future. Other three remaining V4 countries are planning to extend 
already existing power plants by building new reactors. 

Cooperation in the area of security and defense becomes an important priority for 
the V4. Th ough past initiatives in this fi eld — e.g. the joint modernization of Soviet 
helicopters — have not been very successful, prospects for future cooperation are 
rather promising. Th is is true especially while taking into account the new security 
challenges that are connected with the escalation of the crisis in Eastern Ukraine and 
raise of the new security threats in the MENA region. Th e most important initiative 
is the establishment of the EU V4 Battle Group that should be put into operation 
in 20016 and function under the Polish leadership. Until recently the V4 countries 
concentrated mostly on austerity measures while the issue of hard security was rather 
neglected by them, with the exception of Poland. Changing security environment, 
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however, seems to have an infl uence on their perception of security as such and there 
is at least a declared political will of the representatives of the Czech, Hungarian and 
Slovak governments to increase their defense budgets in the foreseeable future. 

Th ough there is a systematic eff ort to bring Visegrad closer to citizens, the V4 
remains to be predominantly political project, whose attractiveness in the population 
is to a large extent limited. Another big challenge is therefore related to the possibili-
ties of spreading the Visegrad idea among the populations of the V4 countries. In 
this regard, the role of the IVF is of the high importance. 

All the above mentioned initiatives have been implemented for a longer time and 
still remain to be both challenges and opportunities for the future. Th ough each 
of the V4 presidencies can pursue new agenda, similarly important is the mainte-
nance of the thematic continuity with previous presidencies. Th e current Slovak V4 
presidency seems to be aware of this need, which is also refl ected in the Presidency 
program for the years 2014–201519.

 Concluding remarks 

After the accession of the V4 countries to the EU there appeared skeptical voices 
questioning the future of the V4. Th e criticism of the Visegrad Group was particular-
ly connected with the excessive expectations concerning the possibilities of this this 
regional initiative. Nevertheless, the pragmatic interests of the V4 countries prevailed 
and the V4 proved its raison d'être also in the post-accession period.20 One of the 
important lessons learned is that if the expectations of the cooperation implemented 
in the V4 format were realistic and if they were generated against the background 
of the current basis of institutions and agreements, more than twenty years of V4 
existence could be connected with several important successes. Th e most signifi cant 
success of all was their successful integration of all four countries in NATO and the 
EU, but new successful initiatives followed soon after 2004. 

Visegrad cooperation is primarily a very pragmatic form of cooperation, serv-
ing the fulfi llment of common goals of the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and 
Slovakia. Th e revaluation of the importance of the V4 has the same negative eff ect 
as its underestimation. Visegrad cooperation never performed as a single block, and 
there also exist a whole list of areas where the Visegrad countries not spoken with 
one voice. Diff erences in positions of individual V4 countries regarding the crisis in 
Ukraine and application of sanctions against Russia should therefore be perceived 
in this context — in fact it is nothing exceptional.21 Poland’s perception of security 
risks in its Eastern neighborhood seems to be more sensitive than in the case of 
other V4 countries, also due to diff erent historical experience. Other V4 countries 
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should perhaps show more solidarity with Warsaw, though the V4 declarations on 
the situation in Ukraine show that on the V4 level the Czech Republic, Hungary and 
Slovakia share the same positions with Poland. 

Nevertheless, it clear that the crisis in Ukraine will have an impact on many as-
pects of the Visegrad cooperation, including the change in the perception of security 
or recalibration of the concept of the Eastern Partnership and Eastern policy as a 
whole. Th e question of the coordination of positions on strategic issues should there-
fore remain a top priority for the current Slovak and upcoming Czech V4 Presidency. 
All in all, the Visegrad cooperation is not at the stage of an existential crisis. On the 
contrary, the developments in Eastern Ukraine (and Crimea) can serve as impetus for 
a useful debate on the quality of cooperation in the V4 format.
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