VISEGRAD —ARRIVAL, SURV! /AL, REVIVAL

The commemoration of the 20" anniversary of Visegrad
cooperation brings an opportunity to assess both positive
and negative aspects of the development of the Visegrad
Group. The group’s 20" anniversary was also the main rea-
son to hold a number of different events organized by both
governmental and non-governmental actors in 2011. From
this point of view, the development of a bibliography of the
Visegrad Group can be considered a very useful activity
with which to conclude this period of celebration. The bib-
liography not only embodies the twenty-year history of the
V4, it is also based on the same principles as the Visegrad
Group; the equal participation of all involved partners and
a sense of solidarity played an important role in its prepa-
ration.

The bibliography is of selective nature; nevertheless, it

covers all of the most important areas of political and eco-
nomic cooperation in the twenty-year long existence of the
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Visegrad Group. The thematic focus of the study is similar,
although due to its limited length it necessarily had to be
shorter and even more selective than the bibliography itself.
It aims to look at the V4 from the perspective of the three
completely different, though complementary, periods. The
first part focuses on the foundations of the Visegrad Group
and creation of the basic pillars of cooperation. The second
part analyses the period characterized by the slowdown of
cooperation and summarizes some “lessons learned.” The
third part focuses on the role of the V4 in the pre-accession
period, as well as on the process of finding a new position in
the EU. The concluding part looks at prospects for coopera-
tion, as well as assessing some of the most significant
challenges for the V4 on the short- and long-term horizon.

initial Steps

The idea of creating closer cooperation among Central
European countries is closely connected with the idea of a
“return to Europe.” Political changes in 1989 enabled former
Soviet Union satellite countries to start processes of politi-
cal and economic transformation. The former was based on
the transition from authoritarian rule to (liberal) democracy,
while the latter could be characterized as a transition from a
centrally planned economy to a market economy. The newly
defined domestic and foreign policy priorities enabled poli-
tical leaders of former Soviet bloc countries to start co-
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operating on new principles. From a historical, geopolitical
but also cultural point of view Czechoslovakia, Hungary and
Poland were the closest countries and their cooperation
only seemed to be a question of time. In addition, contrary
to the former Soviet Union countries and Yugoslavia—with
the exception of the three Baltic countries and Slovenia,
which were facing disintegration tendencies and political
instability —the three Central European countries opted for
integration with the “West” and aimed to be become part of
European and Transatlantic integration structures as soon
as possible. From this point of view the establishment of the
Visegrad Group can be considered an integral part of the so-
called European project.

In 1991, when the V4 was established, political leaders of
the Visegrad countries faced several important challenges.
First of all, they wanted to overcome their communist heri-
tage and artificial division of the European continent. The
“return to Europe” became one of the most important topics
on their political agenda, though membership in the
European and Transatlantic integration structures were con-
sidered more of a dream than a realistic political goal at that
time. Secondly, despite the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact,
there were still Soviet troops on the territory of the Visegrad
countries. Therefore, another important political goal was to
withdraw these troops as soon as possible. Although in-
tegration into European and Transatlantic structures took
the Visegrad countries longer than expectéd, the relatively
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quick withdrawal of Soviet troops was important
encouragement for the political leaders of ail three
countries. This success also helped convey that cooperati-
on enables them to reach their national goals faster. In other
words, they realized that besides using Visegrad cooperati-
on as a platform for discussion, it can also serve as an
instrument for better coordination of positions and
articulation of common interests.

The first declaration establishing the Visegrad Group—
signed by the representatives of the “Visegrad-Three”
(Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland) in 1991 in Visegrad,
Hungary—set up basic goals of this regional initiative and
created the basis for the further development of joint activi-
ties, including “full involvement in the European economic
and political system.”" This also implies that the V4 was
dominantly a political project developed according to
a “top-down” approach. Even though political leaders of the
three countries were former dissidents and defenders of civil
society, the Visegrad Group was not created as a response
to any citizen movement.

It can also be argued that people in the three countries did
not know their Central European neighbors well and felt ali-
enated from them to a large extent. This was partly due to

' Declaration on Cooperation between the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic, the Republic
of Poland and the Republic of Hungary in Striving for European Integration, 1991. Available
online: http://www.visegradgroup.eu/documents/visegrad-declarations/visegrad-declaration-
110412 (accessed on November 2, 2011).
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the fact that the communist regime succeeded in trans-
forming the oft-declared internationalism into isolationism.
At the level of the masses, the enthusiasm related to the
“return to Europe” completely overshadowed the
symbolic “return to Central Europe.” Though political lea-
ders were more enlightened “Central Europeans,” they were
not particularly successful at passing their ideas to the
population. As a result, the Visegrad Group lacked a civic
dimension and it took the V4 almost ten years to open itself
to non-governmental initiatives and civil society. The mis-
sing link to civil society and almost non-existent sense of
regional identity also contributed to the slowdown in coope-
ration in the framework of the V4.

The Slowdown

Another important factor that contributed to the slowdown in
cooperation in the mid-1990s was the weak institutionaliza-
tion of the Visegrad Group. Roughly three years of otherwise
intensive cooperation among the V4 countries was not
enough to secure informal rules of cooperation and coordi-
nation. Visegrad cooperation then easily became victim to
changing political developments in two V4 countries: the
Czech Republic and Slovakia. The split of Czechoslovakia in
1993 even strengthened the positions of political leaders
who were not greatly in favor of the development of regional
cooperation. While in the Czech Republic the increase in
self-confidence resulted in the conviction that Visegrad co-
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operation could hold the Czech Republic back (as demon-
strated by the Czech government), in Slovakia the prime
minister opted for an autochthonous state and a nation-
building path, which, however, was not compatible with its
Visegrad neighbors. The deviation of Slovakia from the so-
called Central European path of political and economic
transformation, which included increasing tensions with
Hungary, resulted in the exclusion of Slovakia from the group
of most advanced candidates for EU membership, as well as
from the first round of NATO enlargement.

Despite its relatively young age, the V4 had already experi-
enced significant achievements by 1994, of which the afore-
mentioned withdrawal of Soviet troops may serve as an
example. On the other hand, one of the weaknesses of the
cooperation was that the V4 countries did not manage to
make any significant progress in terms of their integration
into the EU. It became obvious that the integration process
would take longer than expected in 1991, when the V4 was
founded. Also, despite the fact that Brussels seemed to
appreciate cooperation among the V4 countries, no clear
message highlighting the importance of regional coopera-
tion for integration perspectives was sent to the V4 countries.
The lack of a so-called regional approach, as demonstrated
by the Czech and Slovak governments, also contributed to
the decline in cooperation under the Visegrad umbrella.

The slowdown in cooperation did not, however, lead to total
paralysis of collaboration. Cooperation under the umbrella
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of the Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA) con-
tinued to develop and—what is of particular importance—
attract other countries. In 1996, when the V4 as such was
in deep crisis, Slovenia joined CEFTA as a full member.
Despite these successes it was obvious that CEFTA could
not serve as a substitute for the Visegrad Group, as the V4
was multidimensional in its nature. As three V4 countries—
Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland-—-moved closer to
opening negotiations with the EU, it became obvious that in
addition to its economic focus, closer political cooperation,
including co-ordination of positions, would have been nee-
ded. This also led political leaders of the three countries to
think about the revitalization of cooperation. Since Vladimir
Medciar was still ruling the country, the Visegrad neighbors
reserved an empty chair for Slovakia.

It is worth mentioning that Visegrad cooperation, though in
a reduced framework—without Slovakia—continued to
work in a broadly defined field of security. The ambition to
join NATO, as well as realistic prospects of membership (the
latter was not the case for Slovakia at that time) led the lea-
ders of the three countries to coordinate their activities and
intensify exchange of information. So did the will to continue
enhanced cooperation in the post-accession phase.
Encouraged by their successes, the Czech, Hungarian and
Polish leaders showed their interest in continuing to coope-
rate in the post-accession phase, as well. The change in
government in 1998 allowed Slovakia to occupy its chair in
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the “club,” so one of the priorities of the V4 in the area of
security was to complete the integration of Slovakia to
NATO as soon as possible.

At the Turning Point of the Pre-Accession
and Post-Accession Periods

As mentioned above, the revitalization of Visegrad coopera-
tion was driven rather by the pragmatic approach of partici-
pating countries than by sentiment. The Visegrad Group
itself became an instrument to achieve the most crucial pri-
ority of all four countries—integration into the EU—while the
representatives of the four countries realized they would not
achieve their integration goals unless they co-ordinated their
positions and activities.

After its revitalization the V4 became a strategic platform for
discussing issues related to the pre-accession process.’
Joint accession to the EU was in the interest of all four
countries, which also strengthened the sense of solidarity
inside the group. Exchange of information and experience

? The transfer of experience from EU integration, together with other substantive elements of
cooperation, was embodied in the document Contents of Visegrad Cooperation, which was
adopted by the V4 Prime Ministers in Bratislava in May 1999, The contents also included the
basic structure of the Visegrad inter-governmnetal cooperation. Contents of Visegrad
Cooperation approved by the Prime Ministers' Summit Bratislava on 14" May 1999. Available
online: http://www.visegradgroup.eu/cooperation/contents-of-visegrad- 110412 (accessed on
November 2, 2011).
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was held on a regular basis inside the group, as well as with
non-V4 partners.’

However, this does not mean that the V4 countries were
always loyal to the interests of their partners in the group.
For instance, in 2002, different interpretations related to the
compatibility of the so-called Bene$ decrees with European
Union legislation resulted in a delay of the V4 prime minis-
ters’ meeting. Skeptical views of the future of Visegrad co-
operation strengthened at the end of 2002, during its final
phase of negotiations with the European Union. Each of the
four countries fought for its interests alone, forgetting about
solidarity within the group. The situation repeated itself one
year later at the Brussels Summit of the European Union.

2000 marked an important step in the institutional develop-
ment of Visegrad cooperation. The establishment of the
International Visegrad Fund (IVF) was a clear sign of a con-
sensus among the V4 leaders to further intensify coopera-
tion and extend the scope of activities. The primary aim of
the fund was to bring the V4 closer to the people, especially
through providing support for projects developed by non-
governmental organizations, local governments, universities
or other pubilic institutions. The establishment of the IVF sec-
retariat in Bratislava, accompanied by the employment of
staff members, meant that the V4 had acquired its first insti-
tution.® From a structural point of view, another important

¢ Joint meetings and cooperation with the Benelux countries can bé mentioned as an example.
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contribution to the development of cooperation and deepening
of coordination was the first presidency of the Visegrad
Group. The idea to hold the presidency of the group on
a rotating basis with a mandate for one year was adopted by
the V4 Prime Ministers Summit in Bratislava in 1999 and was
further developed in a separate annex in 2002.°

The achievement of a primary goal—accession to the EU—
can be considered a great success of individual countries,
but also a great achievement of the Visegrad Group as a
whole. It did not come as a surprise that after the achieve-
ment of such a crucial goal, as was the EU membership,
critical voices regarding the future existence of the V4 in-
creased. To overcome any doubts the V4 countries agreed
on a declaration in which they tried to highlight new priori-
ties for the post-accession period.” Despite all their efforts,
however, new priorities and goals were formulated very
vaguely in the declaration. Although a more precise list of
priorities appeared soon in the guidelines of Visegrad co-
operation,’” the lack of an important goal comparable to that

* http://visegradfund.org/about/basic-facts/.

s Annex to the Content of Visegrad Cooperation, 2002. Available online: http://www.vise-
gradgroup.ew/cooperation/annex-to-the-content-of (accessed on Novemnber 2, 2011).

¢ Daclaration of Prime Ministers of the Czech Republic, the Republic of Hungary, the Republic
of Poland and the Slovak Republic on cooperation of the Visegrad Group countries after their
accession to the European Union, May 12, 2004. Available online: http://www.visegradg-
roup.eu/documents/visegrad-declarations/visegrad-declaration-110412-1 (accessed on
Novemnber 2, 2011).

7 Guidelines on the Future Areas of Visegrad Cooperation. Available online: http://www.vise-
m%ﬂwﬂocu.mc\ooocmﬂm:o:\@c_am_,:mm-oz-ﬁ:m.aga.4 10412 (accessed on Novemnber 2,
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of EU accession was still apparent. It also turned out that
the V4 countries had to “swallow” properly the fact that
they had become EU members, as membership brought
them new opportunities on the one hand and commitments
on the other. Accordingly, the process of defining new prio-
rities, accompanied by Visegrad “enlargement fatigue” con-
nected with the early years of experience with EU mem-
bership, characterized the V4 for at least two years after
joining the EU.

As in the pre-accession phase, a certain diversity of views
characterized the post-accession period as well. Examples
of different positions from the post-accession period inclu-
de, for instance, the EU Reform Treaty later known as the
Lisbon Treaty, and attitudes towards Kosovo’s independence.
This first example is mentioned due to its relevance to the
EU, while the second concerns one of the most important
territorial priorities of the V4—the Western Balkans. While

® in the issue of the EU reform treaty/Lisbon Treaty the V4 was divided in two equal parts.
While in the case of the reform treaty the Czech Republic and Poland presented rather nega-
tive attitudes, Slovakia and Hungary were quite strongly in favor of the adoption of the treaty.
As the consequence, despite the formal agreement given by the prime ministers of the
Visegrad countries on the benefits of approving the Lisbon Treaty, Poland and the Czech
Republic found themselves in the category of countries seen as the bearers of Eurosceptic
ideas. However, it remains a fact that both in the Czech Republic and in Poland the Lisbon
Treaty was used as a domestic political football, or in some cases as a symbaol of the catego-
rical disapproval some domestic political actors have of the deepening process of European
integration. With regard to Kosovo's declaration of independence, Slovakia remains the only
Visegrad country that has not recognized the independence of this former Southern Serbian
province. This difference of opinion, however, did not prevent the Visegrad partners from
finding a compromise on the issue of providing Visegrad scholarships to Kosovar students.
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Treaty were successfully overcome, in the case of Kosovo’s
independence Slovakia holds a different position than the
other three V4 countries.® Natural competition among the
countries also appeared, for example, in the case of the seat
of the European Institute of Technology.” On the other hand,
there were a few examples showing that solidarity is one of
the leading principles of Visegrad cooperation.'

V4 Successes

When referring to the successes of the Visegrad Group in
the post-accession period, one can distinguish between
general achievements and concrete goals. General achieve-
ments would include the disappearance of bilateral tensions
from the V4 agenda, the increased role of the V4
Presidencies, as well as the increasingly important role of
the International Visegrad Fund. On the other hand, admit-
tance to the Schengen zone, the precise development of

Despite the fact that Slovakia sees Kosovo as an integral part of the Western Balkans and
assures it a “European perspective,” discrepancies regarding its final status certainly affect the
engagement of the Visegrad Group in the region. However, this is also true for the EU's poli-
¢y in the Western Balkans.

° Three of four V4 countries—Hungary, Poland and Slovakia—applied for the seat of the
European Institute of Technology without reaching any kind of agreement at the Visegrad level.
Slovakia even submitted a joint application with Austria.

* The support of Poland and Hungary for the Czech and Slovak Republics' joint application
to host the European Nuclear Energy Forum in Bratislava and Prague can be mentioned as an
example. Both the Czech Republic and Slovakia are well-known supporters of nuclear ener-
gy, while Poland and Hungary have demonstrated that they also recognize the importance of
nuclear energy as one of the important energy resources. In this area the positions of the V4
countries sharply contradict the position of neighboring Austria, which also has an ambition to
play a significant, if not a leading role, in Central Europe.
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territorial foreign policy priorities and significant develop-
ment of cooperation in the area of energy security could be
seen as specific successes of the V4 in the post-accession
period.

1) General Achievements

a. Exclusion of Bilateral Tensions from the V4 Agenda

It is a well-known fact that good relations among partner
nations form the basis for the full-fledged development of
regional cooperation. A positive aspect of this, which has
been confirmed by the V4, is that cooperation ceased to be
significantly affected by bilateral problems between the indi-
vidual Visegrad countries. This concerns Slovak-Hungarian
relations in particular, as these have been the most sensi-
tive in the whole history of the V4. Although 2008-2009
proved to be among the most difficult periods in terms of
Slovak~Hungarian relations, this did not manifest itself in the
communication within the V4. Despite the changing political
reality in Hungary and Slovakia, in light of past experiences,
probably no immediate reversal in mutual relations may be
expected.

b. The Increasing Impact of V4 Presidencies

Recent years also confirmed the growing interconnected-
ness between the efficacy of cooperation within the V4 and
the presidencies of the different countries: Although the pre-
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sidencies’ agendas are approved by all the Visegrad part-
ners, the institution of the presidency offers an individual
country the opportunity to propose and carry out its own ini-
tiatives. Intensification of Visegrad cooperation therefore
requires not only careful handling by the presidency, but
also that the presidency be active in seizing the initiative.
The presidency has therefore become an important coordi-
nating and policy-shaping instrument.

Another important aspect to mention is continuity in priori-
ties, regardless of which country holds the presidency. For
instance, the 2009/2010 Hungarian Presidency introduced
an informal tradition concerning summits of V4 foreign
ministers. According to this tradition, one of the two sum-
mits is dedicated to the Western Balkans, the other to the
Eastern Partnership.

c. The Development of the IVF Trademark

An increasingly important role is being played by the
International Visegrad Fund (IVF). Besides its importance for
the V4—based primarily on strengthening the internal cohe-
sion and support of relations among the Visegrad countries
at the level of civil society —the fund plays an important role
in developing contacts with countries outside the group. The
development of the IVF and enlargement of the scope of its
activities is closely related to increasing budget support.”
Most of the funding goes to the so-called Small and

" Totaling six milion EUR in 2011.
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Standard Grants schemes, while support for cross-border
and interregional cooperation is increasing, as well.
Scholarship programs, particularly those aimed at students
and experts from East European and Western Balkan count-
ries, represent another important aspect of IVF activities."”

2) Particular Successes

Schengen. The V4 countries managed to enter the
Schengen system according to plan, namely by the end of
2007. To a large extent this was truly due to close coordina-
tion of positions of the Visegrad partners and their joint
opposition to the Austrian idea of implementing a four-
month transition period and postponing the date of
Schengen accession almost to the middle of 2008.

Development of Territorial Priorities. The V4 countries
have demonstrated their positive attitude towards their
Eastern neighbors and Western Balkan countries since their
accession to the EU. Support for the intensification of relati-
ons between the EU and Ukraine, Moldova and Belarus on
the one hand and Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia,
Macedonia and Serbia on the other has been one of the top
priorities of the foreign policies of the Visegrad countries
also in past years.” Apart from stressing an open door

# For more details see www.visegradfund.org.
* See, for example, The Visegrad Group and Germany Foreign Ministers Statement on the
Eastern Partnership, Bratislava, March 3, 2011. Available bnline: http://www.visegrad-
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policy to any European country aspiring to EU membership,
the V4 countries also declared their willingness to assist
their eastern neighbors and Western Balkan countries in the
process of implementing necessary political and economic
reforms.

Energy Security. Mainly due to different energy mixes in
the V4 countries, it was difficult to find a common strategy
that would fulfill the expectations of all members. During
the gas crisis at the beginning of 2009, however, the V4
countries fully recognized the importance of the issue of
energy security. Since all of the V4 countries are—although
to a different extent—dependent on foreign energy resour-
ces, the coordination of their positions in the area of ener-
gy, as demonstrated by the establishment of regular meet-
ings at expert and political levels, is considered of particu-
lar importance.™

Common Challenges and Cooperation Areas

As already mentioned above, the accession of the V4 count-
ries to the EU has created new challenges for the further

group.eu/2011/the-visegrad-group-and (accessed on November 2, 2011), also Visegrad
Group Ministerial Statement on the Western Balkans, Bratislava, October 22, 2010. Available
online: hitp://www.visegradgroup.eu/2010/visegrad-group {accessed on November 2, 2011),
" See Declaration of the Budapest V4+ Energy Security Summit, Budapest, February 24,
2010. Available online: http://www.visegradgroup.eu/2010/declaration-of-the (accessed on
November 2, 2011), also Declaration of V4 Energy Ministers, Bratislava, January 25, 2011,
Available oniine: hittp://www.visegradgroup.eu/201 1/declaration-of-v4-energy (accessed on
November 2, 2011),
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development of Visegrad cooperation. These challenges are
to a large degree inter-connected with EU policies. It can
also be argued that the main European themes will domina-
te the Visegrad agenda also in the future. A brief list of the
most important challenges would then encompass the
following issues or cooperation areas:

Further development of cooperation with Eastern neigh-
bors in the framework of the Eastern Partnership.
Launched by the Czech EU Presidency in 2009, the Eastern
Partnership remains one of the flagship initiatives of the
Visegrad Group and an important tool for communication
with EU Eastern neighbors. It is also worth mentioning that
prime ministers of the V4 countries agreed to establish
a special V4-EaP program by allocating an additional 1 mil-
lion EUR to the budget of the International Visegrad Fund as
of 2012.%

Support to countries of the Western Balkans in their
integration into the EU. There has always been a consen-
sus among the V4 countries that the EU’s door should re-
main open to the Western Balkan countries. Though the
Western Balkans occupy a different position among foreign
policy priorities of the V4 countries, the Visegrad Group
expresses its support for the Western Balkan countries un-
animously. The V4 countries, as EU members, can therefore

* See “16/06/2011—the Fund's Budget Raised by €1,000,000." Available online:
hittp://visegradfund.org/2011/home/1-06-2011/ (accessed dn 18 October 2011).
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contribute with their own initiatives and ideas to actively
shape EU policies towards the Western Balkans on the one
hand and assist the Western Balkan countries in meeting EU
requirements on the other.

Continuous cooperation in the area of energy security.
Despite the improvement in cooperation achieved since
2009, especially in the field of strengthening consultation
mechanisms among the government representatives and
experts responsible for energy security, the V4 countries still
face a number of challenges that have to be solved in order
to make cooperation in the energy sector more effective.
Specific attention must be paid to the use of nuclear energy.

Further exploitation of the V4+ mechanism. This tool
enables the Visegrad Group to develop cooperation with
countries or groupings outside V4. Development of coopera-
tion under the V4+ umbrella basically depends on the needs
of the external countries and the interest of V4 countries in
accepting their offers of cooperation. Despite the involve-
ment of a relatively high number of external actors, including
countries like Israel, Japan and Egypt, the potential of the
V4+ instrument is far from being exhausted.

Transfer of know-how and the best practices. The area in
which the V4 can provide added value compared to other
regional initiatives in the EU—such as Benelux or Nordic
cooperation or B3—is transfer of the best practices from
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both transformation and integration processes. The target
regions for this kind of assistance are identical with territorial
priorities: the Eastern Partnership countries and the Western
Balkans. Visegrad cooperation as such can also serve as an
inspiration for other regional initiatives in neighboring
regions. The example of the Visegrad Fund thus becomes
increasingly attractive, too.

Establishment of joint consulates and other forms of
representation. The project implemented in Johannesburg,
South Africa, became the pilot project within whose frame-
work common provision of different services was tested.
The so-called Visegrad Houses are planned to be opened in
other countries and regions, too. Their added value is that
they provide all V4 countries with direct contact with count-
ries or even whole regions where no diplomatic representa-
tion exists at present.

Development of the civil dimension of Visegrad
Cooperation. Strengthening of the civil dimension of
Visegrad co-operation was possible especially thanks to the
establishment of the International Visegrad Fund. However,
despite a systematic effort to bring Visegrad closer to citi-
zens—especially through the support of civil society pro-
jects by the IVF—V4 remains a predominantly political pro-
ject. Ways of spreading the Visegrad idea among the popu-
lations of the V4 countries remains another big challenge.
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The Three No’s

In addition to meeting particular challenges and fulfilling
cooperation areas, the development of the V4 will most pro-
bably continue to be based on the three widely accepted
No’s: “no” to institutionalization, “no” to enlargement, and
“no” to any slowdown in cooperation.

“No” to Further Institutionalization

For now, the only institution established within the Visegrad
frame is the International Visegrad Fund, which is, however, to
a large extent an independent entity. There is a consensus in
the Visegrad Group not to institutionalize it beyond the level
of the IVF, which means that the V4 will maintain its weak insti-
tutionalization. This is linked to higher flexibility and openness
to new ideas and content, more efficient spending of
financial resources and possibilities of organizing ad hoc
meetings and coalitions with other countries.

in light of the above there is a prevailing tendency in the V4
to update existing mechanisms of cooperation and create
new ones within the existing institutional framework. One of
the examples of such instruments are the regular consulta-
tions that representatives of the V4 countries hold before the
EU Council meetings. In general, stronger institutionalization
is not a prerequisite for further development and intensifica-
tion of cooperation, if some criteria are met. In particular,
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values, principles and informal rules shared by all partners
play an important role. One of the most important among
these is the principle of solidarity, which—despite some
divergence in positions of individual V4 countries—has
remained the leading principle of the Visegrad Group.
Another criterion for a viable regional initiative that the V4
has managed to meet is appropriate selection of common
goals and aims.

“No” to Enlargement

Though there have been a number of suggestions to enlar-
ge the Visegrad Four in the course of last twenty years—
with Slovenia and Austria as the most frequently mentioned
candidates—there is a consensus among V4 country repre-
sentatives not to enlarge the group further. Enlargement as
such would perhaps bring new issues to the agenda of the
V4 and would strengthen the clout of the V4 at the level of
the EU, on the other hand, however, it would complicate the
process of decision-making, simply because there would be
more opinions and interests to be taken into account. This
does not imply that the V4 would be eager to exclude non-
Visegrad countries from closer cooperation. The so-called
V4+ formula has been has been used in order to intensify
cooperation with other countries or groupings in selected
areas of joint interest. From this point of view, it is more
appropriate to explore new possibilities of employing this
formula than to reopen the enlargement issue.
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“No” to More Slowdown

As mentioned previously, the Visegrad Four experienced
almost four years of slowdown in terms of cooperation.
Following revitalization of the V4 in 1998 and 1999, political
leaders of all four countries—regardless of their ideological
backgrounds or party affiliations—have continuously consi-
dered the V4 a useful instrument. It is therefore foreseeable
that they will make significant effort to diminish the possibi-
lity of repetition of a negative scenario.

The Next 20 Years of Visegrad Cooperation

If expectations related to Visegrad cooperation are realistic
and if the current basis of institutions and agreements is
taken into account, one may conclude that the twenty years
of V4 existence have been connected with several important
successes. These successes, among which especially EU
and NATO accession play an important role, quite naturally
generate expectations for the future.

The Visegrad Group has entered the third decennium of its
existence as a respected and efficient regional initiative, with
a steadily improving reputation. Despite the unfavorable
attitudes of the Visegrad countries towards the possible
enlargement of the group, the V4 has not become a closed

an_:o. On the contrary, the group has remained open to
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cooperation with non-members and regional groupings. The
V4 has not become a simple lobbying group either, although
it represents the joint interests of four countries. It has rather
developed into a very pragmatic form of cooperation that is
exploited to fulfill the common objectives of the four partici-
pating countries. If the V4 manages to keep its profile, it will
survive another twenty years.

What makes the V4 specific in comparison to other regional
initiatives in the EU is its “soft power,” which makes it att-
ractive in neighboring regions of Eastern Europe and the
Western Balkans. Such soft power is based on the transfor-
mation and integration experience of particular V4 countri-
es, but also on the achievements of the group as a whole. In
addition to neighboring regions, another level open to in-
filtration by Visegrad’s “soft power” is the European Union.
The EU itself offers Visegrad countries an important instru-
ment to advocate their individual and regional priorities or
policies. The attractiveness of Visegrad’s “soft power” in
neighboring regions and in the EU, however, depends on the
further strengthening of cooperation mechanisms and crea-
tion of new ones. Although significant progress has been
made in this field in the last twenty years, the possibilities
are far from exhausted. It is worth mentioning that coopera-
tion can be strengthened and new instruments introduced
without the need for amending current levels of institutiona-
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lization or the agreements that form the basis of Visegrad
cooperation. As in the past twenty years, principles and
values should and certainly will continue to play an
important role in the future development of Visegrad co-
operation. The principles of solidarity, continuity, fiexibility
and innovation will be of crucial importance in particular.

Solidarity is important from the point of view of the cohesi-
on of V4 countries in terms of strategic interests and decisi-
ons. It helps protect the V4 from becoming a “multi-speed”
regional initiative. Natural rivalry, for instance in the area of
investments, is an indivisible part of any regional initiative,
but should be distinguished from selfish national interests
and the ambitions of particular countries, as these may have
destructive impact on the quality of cooperation.

Continuity refers to the maintenance of existing rules and
effective instruments of cooperation. In order to achieve
sustainable development, the V4 must build on past experi-
ence, including achievements and lessons learned.

Flexibility allows the V4 to react promptly to challenges as
they appear and to adapt to new circumstances. To main-
tain its flexibility, the V4 should avoid further institutionalization.

Finally, innovation is important from the point of view of
updating existing forms of cooperation and introducing new
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measures. Similarly important is the inclusion of new
thematic priorities in the agenda. The V4 can keep its
comparative advantage only if it remains open to new
challenges and opportunities and handles them properly.

Tomas Strazay
Head of the “Central and Southeastern Europe” Program

at the Research Centre of the Slovak Foreign Policy
Association
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