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Abstract 

This article discusses the problems of the sub-regional cooperation in East-Central Europe. It 
formulates the general conclusions and examines the specific case of the Visegrad Group as the 

most advanced example of this cooperation. The article identifies the integrating and 
disintegrating tendencies that have so far accompanied the sub-regional dialogue in East-Central 

Europe. Yet it claims that the disintegrating impulses prevail over the integrating impulses. East-
Central Europe remains diversified and it has not developed a single platform of the sub-regional 
dialogue. The common experience of the communist period gives way to the growing difference 

of the sub-regional interests and the ability of the East-Central European members to coordinate 
their positions in the European Union is limited. The Visegrad Group is no exception in this 

regard despite its rich agenda of social and cultural contacts. The Russian-Ukrainian conflict 
confirms a deep divergence of interests among the Visegrad states that seems more important for 
the future of the Visegrad cooperation than the recent attempts to mark the Visegrad unity in the 

European refugee crisis. Finally, the Ukrainian crisis and the strengthening of the NATO’s 
“Eastern flank” may contribute to some new ideas of the sub-regional cooperation in East-

Central Europe, to include the Polish-Baltic rapprochement or the closer dialogue between 
Poland and Romania.  
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Introduction  

The article discusses the sub-regional cooperation in East-Central Europe, its theoretical and 

practical aspects, institutional dimension, and first of all the integrating and disintegrating 

tendencies that have so far accompanied the sub-regional dialogue in this part of Europe. It 

formulates some general conclusions and examines the case of the Visegrad Group as the most 

advanced example of this cooperation. Considering the concept of East-Central Europe, the 

paper refers to the post-communist members of the European Union, although the author is 

aware of some difficulties in the precise delimitation of this area. Similarly, the article follows 

Eva Cihelková and Pavel Hnát’s definition of sub-regionalism as “The situation, where a 

regional grouping is entirely (or substantially) included within another integration (...)” 

(Cihelková and Hnát 2006, 51). Thus, it consequently refers to the cooperation in East-Central 

Europe as the sub-regional dialogue within the broader process of the European integration. 

The main thesis of the article is that the disintegrating tendencies within the sub-regional 

cooperation in East-Central Europe prevail over the integrating impulses. The latter played their 

principal role during the pre-accession period, yet the Eastern enlargement of the European 

Union contributed to difficulties with the identification of the new aims in the sub-regional 

dialogue. It confirmed the incommensurability of the sub-regional cooperation and the dominant 

process of the European integration as well as growing inability of the East-Central European 

members of the European Union to coordinate their positions in the EU. East-Central Europe 

remains diversified and the common experience of the communist period is no longer a factor 

that could integrate the states in the sub-region. Their interests differ and so far they have not 

been able to develop a single platform of the sub-regional consultations. Similarly, the East-

Central European members of the European Union have successfully defended the economic 

interests of the sub-region during the EU’s budget debates, but their attitudes towards the main 

reforms of the European Union are far from united.  

The Visegrad Group is no exception in this regard. It is the most advanced sub-regional grouping 

in East-Central Europe but it suffers similar problems. The Visegrad Group has contributed to 

the sense of community and mutual understanding among the Visegrad societies, yet the group’s 

political unity has failed and the Russian-Ukrainian conflict confirms a deep divergence of the 

Visegrad interests. The Visegrad solidarity remains tentative and the difference of opinions 

among the Visegrad states on the European Union’s relations with Russia seems more important 

for the future cooperation in the Group than its recent unity in the European refugee crisis. In fact, 

the “Russian factor” may contribute to more serious changes in the sub-regional cooperation in 

East-Central Europe, including the emergence of the new platforms of the sub-regional dialogue.  

This article is divided into three parts. The first discusses contemporary regionalism and the role 

of East-Central Europe in the sub-regional processes in Europe. Yet its principal aim is to 

identify the integrating and disintegrating tendencies that accompany the sub-regional dialogue 

in East-Central Europe. The second section discusses the case of the Visegrad Group as the most 

advanced forum of this dialogue. It indicates the strengths and weaknesses of the Visegrad 
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cooperation, the divergence in the Visegrad attitude towards the Russian-Ukrainian conflict and 

its consequences for the future course of this cooperation. Finally, the third part of the article 

outlines new political configurations in the sub-regional cooperation in East-Central Europe that 

could emerge after the Ukrainian crisis and NATO’s recent decisions to strengthen its “Eastern 

flank”, to include the ideas of the Slavkov Triangle or the Polish-Baltic rapprochement.  

 

The Theoretical and Practical Aspects of the Sub-Regional Cooperation in East-Central 

Europe – Identifying the Disintegrating Tendencies 

The fall of the bipolar order has contributed to a new wave of regionalism in different parts of 

the world. The “new regionalism” has become a dynamic phenomenon that reflects the processes 

of globalization, but reaches far beyond the economic and institutional aspects of regional 

cooperation. As Andrew Hurrell indicates: 

“(...) regionalism is an extremely complex and dynamic process founded upon not one 

but a series of interacting and often competing logics—logics of economic and 

technological transformation and societal integration; logics of power-political 

competition; logics of security (both interstate and societal); and logics of identity and 

community”. (Hurrell 2007, 130). 

In fact, the new wave of regionalism is still about economics. It is about a coordination of 

economic interests in the specific environment of global interdependence. Yet the understanding 

of contemporary regionalism departs from the state-centric, economic-driven or security-oriented 

perspectives. The post Cold War regionalism reaches beyond the formal and institutional context 

and emphasises the “soft aspects” of regional processes. They include the role of non-state actors, 

civic societies, ideas or regional identities (Söderbaum 2012, 14-19; Yi 2007, 5). East-Central 

Europe is a good example in this regard as the post Cold-War economic transformation and the 

new liberal identities there are still accompanied by deeply rooted “illiberal” tendencies and 

social attitudes inherited from the communist past (Wieclawski 2015a, 156-158). 

Furthermore, the new wave of regionalism may serve as a collective response to the risks of 

globalization. It may help to join the global economic processes in a more coordinated way 

(Hurrel 2007, 130-131; Higgott 2005, 17). Nevertheless, the “new regionalism” does not 

eliminate the debate on global inequalities and different abilities to participate in the 

liberalisation of international markets (Hurrell 2007, 144). For less developed states, to inc lude 

East-Central Europe, it is still a permanent competition for external investment and  

“participation in that system” (Ethier 1998, 1160; Bleiere 1997, 18). Finally, the new wave of 

regionalism departs from Euro-centrism and confirms a lack of the single model of this process. 

Europe remains at its forefront yet the states in Asia or Latin America make their own choices 

that “(...) best reflect their own needs and the political commitment of the actors involved” 

(Higgott 2005, 17).  
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In a theoretical context the article shares Fredrik Söderbaum’s conclusions about the 

proliferation of theories that accompany the new wave of regionalism. Theorising in the regional 

studies attracts both the broader approaches typical for International Relations (neoliberal 

institutionalism, neorealism) and attitudes focused on regional integration processes 

(neofunctionalism, federalism). It reaches for the new governance theories but also a catalogue 

of constructivist and post-structural approaches that depart from the mainstream rationalist 

(positivist) considerations (Söderbaum 2012, 13). The abundance of theories contributes to 

problems with the “conceptual clarity” and coherence in the analysis of the new regionalism. 

Nevertheless, the regional studies are no exception in this regard and illustrate  

a broader debate in the social sciences (and especially International Relations) after the end of 

the Cold-War about the proliferation of theoretical approaches, fragmentation and hybridity of 

their disciplines (Waever 2010, 298-303, 315-316; Smith 2010, 4-13). 

This article does not aspire to solve these problems yet its author has usually postulated the 

dialogue between different theoretical attitudes (Wieclawski 2015b, 145-148). Thus, the 

Chunyao Yi study of the synthesis between rationalist and constructivist approaches in the 

regional studies seem worth mentioning. Yi urges that both interests and ideas matter in the study 

of contemporary regionalism and “(...) international society is both material and ideational, in 

which material incentives and social construction both play indispensable roles” (Yi 2007, 27). 

Therefore, a search for the bridge between the rationalist and constructivist approaches is useful 

for the multi-casual study of contemporary regional processes, desp ite the ontological and 

methodological differences between them (Yi 2007, 3-4, 8-16, 27-29). The complex interactions 

between the material and ideational aspects of the liberal and democratic transformation in East-

Central Europe seem to confirm this conclusion and illustrate that any serious explanation of the 

contemporary regionalism cannot be based on a single theory. 

In Europe the fall of the bipolar order contributed to both the new impulses for the regional 

integration to include the establishment of the European Union and the emergence of the new 

European sub-regionalism (Törő et al. 2014, 364). The new wave of the sub-regional cooperation 

in Europe reflected considerable changes in the political, economic and social reality of the 

continent, to include the transformation of East-Central Europe and the EU’s dialogue with the 

countries on its Mediterranean border. Nevertheless, it has been the democratic and liberal 

reforms in the post-communist states that serve as a driving-force of the new sub-regional 

processes in Europe, most of the new sub-regional groupings emerged in East-Central Europe 

and their dynamic cooperation remains the key to understanding the new sub-regionalism in 

Europe (Ehier 1998, 1149-1150; Cihelková and Hnát, 2006, 51-52). 

Csaba Törő, Eamonn Butler and Károly Grúber consider the sub-regional partnership as “(...) 

one of the key features of contemporary European politics” (Törő et al. 2014, 364) and Andrew 

Cottey indicates four functions that the new sub-regional cooperation in Europe has so far served. 

The first is the bridging one that helps to overcome the historical and political divisions between 

the members of the sub-regional groups and mitigates possible divisions between the European 
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Union and its neighbourhood. The second integrative function reflects the sub-regional 

cooperation of the East-Central European states in their accession to NATO and the EU. The 

third function refers to the role of the sub-regional groups as a forum of  

a common response to transnational challenges, and the fourth illustrates the contribution of the 

sub-regional dialogue to the East-Central European political and economic transformation 

(Cottey 2009, 4-5; 13-15). 

This article shares the conclusions about the significance of the sub-regional dialogue in 

contemporary Europe. Nevertheless, it notes that for East-Central Europe the standard media 

coverage of its effective sub-regional cooperation is more complicated and more nuanced. East-

Central Europe remains a dynamic sub-region on the continent. This dynamism, however, has 

been accompanied by some fundamental problems, some underlying determinants and some 

clear impediments. In fact, a deeper analysis of the sub-regional dialogue in East-Central Europe 

reveals the clash of integrating and disintegrating tendencies and the experience of two decades 

of this cooperation indicates a growing role of the disintegrating factors. Thus, the next part of 

this section will identify some fundamental problems in the sub-regional cooperation in East-

Central Europe and some disintegrating tendencies that accompany this cooperation.  

First, there are still some difficulties with the identification of the social, cultural, and economic 

boundaries of East-Central Europe, and problems with the ability of the states in this sub-region 

to find a common platform of dialogue. East-Central Europe is diverse (Söderbaum 2012, 15) 

and the sub-regional cooperation in the area remains fragmented. Stefanie Dühr’s research on 

arguments for the European Union’s macro-regional strategy for Central Europe may illustrate 

this conclusion. It indicates that the (sub) region is diverse in terms of geography, economic 

development, cultural backgrounds and social challenges. Besides, some “sub-spaces” can be 

identified there that show more coherence and commonality than “the Central European space as 

a whole” (Dühr 2014, 2, 48). Thus, Dühr concludes that: 

“(...) there are currently no clear and convincing arguments for a comprehensive and 

integrated strategy for the large area of the Central European space. This is because the 

region is very diverse, and – at the level of Central Europe as a whole – misses a clear 

transnational rationale or ‘core issue’ around which cooperation could be structured and 

which would ensure longer-term political attention” (Dühr 2014, 48).  

To be precise, Dühr’s concept of Central Europe combines the former communist states with the 

parts of Germany, Austria or Italy and analyses the impact of the previous East-West dividing 

lines (Dühr 2014, 1-2). Yet even if reduced to the states of the former Eastern bloc alone, these 

conclusions seem convincing and the differences identified in Dühr’s study affect the sub-

regional cooperation in East-Central Europe as well. 

In the context of the institutional fragmentation of the East-Central European dialogue there are 

still different sub-regional groups in the area. Some of them, as the Visegrad Group and the 

Baltic Council, are “purely sub-regional” and all their participants are the members of the 
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European Union. Others, as the Council of the Baltic Sea States, the Central European Initiative 

or the Carpathian Convention, remain the “peripheral sub-regional groupings” that combine both 

the members of the EU and the countries on the EU’s borders (Cihelková and Hnát 2006, 53-58; 

Dühr 2014, 3, 39-41). Nevertheless, the states in East-Central Europe permanently lack a single 

sub-regional platform of dialogue that could gather them together. They even lack a forum for 

consultations that could help coordinate their positions in the institutions of the European Union. 

They consult in Brussels before the EU meetings yet these consultations are usually ad hoc and 

represent different configurations of regional partners – most often the Visegrad Four (V4) or the 

V4 plus formula (with the participation of Romania or Bulgaria) or, more rarely, the Polish-

Baltic talks. This fragmentation is remarkable and illustrates both the diversity of East-Central 

Europe and the limited ability of the sub-regional partners to coordinate their interests.  

Second, the evolution of the sub-regional cooperation in East-Central Europe illustrates  

a gradual loss of significance of the arguments that initially contributed to the sub-regional 

dialogue. Thus, among the factors that have so far facilitated the cooperation in East-Central 

Europe this article indicates: 

- The common experience of the communist period and similar problems of the transformation 

after the fall of the bipolar order. 

- The escape of the East-Central European states from the post-Soviet zone and their fears that 

re-emerging Russia may be interested in re-establishing its political and economic influence in 

the sub-region. 

- The escape from the “grey zone” of security that emerged in East-Central Europe at the 

beginning of the 1990s. 

- The common efforts for democratisation and marked economy transformation combined with 

the aspirations to join NATO and the European Union. 

- Similarity of the level of economic development in the sub-region, although with the 

acceptance of some differences between the most developed (Czech Republic and Slovenia) and 

least developed (Romania and Bulgaria) states of East-Central Europe. 

- Similarity of the geopolitical position of the states in the sub-region (Brazova, Matczak and 

Takacs 2013, 10), although with the acceptance of some differences between its northern (Baltic) 

and southern (Balkan and the Black Sea) parts. 

Nevertheless, most of the factors above were crucial at the initial phase of the sub-regional 

cooperation in East-Central Europe or during the accession negotiations with the European 

Union. Together with the Eastern enlargements of NATO and the EU their political significance 

has decreased (Lazar 2014, 28-29).  

Third, the Eastern enlargement of the European Union has shifted the core of the po litical 

decisions important for East-Central Europe to Brussels. It has contributed to the question of 

incommensurability of any sub-regional cooperation in Europe and the integration processes in 
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the frames of the EU. Eva Cihelková and Pavel Hnát rightly indicate in this regard that the 

European Union remains the leading scheme of cooperation on the continent, much deeper and 

certainly more institutionalized than any sub-regional group (Cihelková and Hnát, 2006, 51-52). 

The dominant position of the EU as the motor of the integration in Europe is unquestionable 

(Cottey 2009, 5). It does not exclude the space for any sub-regional dialogue, but for the “purely 

sub-regional groups”, existing entirely in the confines of the European Union, “(...) the space for 

regional cooperation in today’s EU is relatively small since it is given by the ability of such 

groupings to offer to their member states a platform for creating  

a common position within the decision-making mechanism of the EU” (Cihelková and Hnát 

2006, 60-61). 

Fourth, the experience of the decade after the Eastern enlargement of the European Union 

illustrates a limited ability of the states in East-Central Europe to present a common sub-regional 

response to the most fundamental problems of the EU. It revea ls more narrow perspectives (The 

Visegrad, the Baltic, the Balkan) than a single East-Central European position and again 

confirms the diversity of the sub-region. So far the East-Central European members of the 

European Union have had many problems with their coordinated response to the institutional 

reforms of the EU, the debates on the Constitutional Treaty and the Lisbon Treaty, as well as the 

economic challenges that the EU faces, including its energy security (Lazar 2014, 30; Strážay 

2011, 24-25, 29-31). One of a few exceptions has been the East-Central European solidarity 

during the European Union’s budget debates and its common position in the defence of the level 

of the EU’s financial assistance for the new members (Dangerfield 2008, 653-654). Yet the sub-

region remains diversified in its attitude to the single European currency since the smaller states 

in East-Central Europe joined the Euro-zone the others still refrain from this decision.  

Similarly, East-Central European members of the European Union emphasise the need of the 

EU’s dialogue with its Eastern neighbourhood yet the Eastern policy of the states in the sub-

region reflects some differences and particularities. Besides, the Russian-Georgian and the 

Russian-Ukrainian conflicts confirm the growing divergence of East-Central European interests 

regarding both political, economic and security aspects of the regional (EU) and sub-regional 

relations with Russia (Kałan 2013, 1; Marusiak 2015, 37-44; Rácz 2014, 3-8). Finally, even the 

European refugee crisis has so far been consulted more in the frames of the Visegrad Group, 

with the ad hoc participation of Romania, Bulgaria or other partners, than in the context of the 

single and coordinated East-Central European response (Groszkowski 2016). 

Thus, the problems discussed above help to identify some more general tendencies that reveal in 

the East-Central European cooperation and that impede this dialogue. Among the disintegrating 

trends that could affect the further course of the East-Central European sub-regional cooperation 

this article emphasises: 

- The different historical heritage of the sub-region that had for a long time been  

a place of conflicting interests of the most powerful European empires (Veselý 2013, 24-25). The 

communist period muted the historical differences, yet the diverse history of East-Central Europe 
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may still determine the shape of the political relations in this part of Europe (Krno 2013, 118-

119). For example, some countries of the sub-region, including Poland and the Baltic states, 

share a long and painful experience of the tsarist Russia’s domination and their attitude towards 

contemporary Russia may be different from those in South-Eastern Europe. 

- Some cultural differences among the states in the sub-region, despite their similarities. 

Vera-Karin Brazova, Piotr Matczak and Viktoria Takacs refer in this context to the example of 

the Visegrad Group and point out that: 

“The large difference between the V4 countries is represented by the role of traditionalist 
values. Especially in the Czech Republic – in contrast with the other three of the V4 

countries – the role of secular values is eminent. Comparatively, the Czechs adhere to 
more self-expression values. This can be related to religiosity. It differs among the V4 

countries, with Poland having a high level of adherence to religion (mostly Catholic) and 
the Czech Republic being one of the least religious countries. Hungary and Slovakia are 
in between the two” (Brazova, Matczak and Takacs 2013, 11). 

- The problem of the leadership in the sub-region. Poland is unquestionably the biggest 

and potentially the most powerful among the post-communist states in East-Central Europe. It is 

confirmed by its size, the number of its inhabitants and the nominal GDP of this country that 

surpasses the GDP of each other partner at least twice. Nevertheless, the quality of life (as 

illustrated by the HDI index) and the GDP per capita (PPP) of some other states in East-Central 

Europe (mainly Slovenia and the Czech Republic) exceeds that in Poland and makes the picture 

of the socio-economic relations in the sub-region more nuanced (UNDP 2013, 143). Hence, even 

in the frames of the Visegrad Group neither Czech Republic nor Hungary accepts the Polish 

leadership. Both states do not consider Poland as powerful enough to lead the cooperation in 

East-Central Europe (Dangerfield 2008, 635, 643; Dangerfield 2014, 77-78).  

- The permanent fragmentation of the cooperation in East-Central Europe. The focus on 

the Visegrad Group does not exhaust the potential of the sub-regional dialogue as it leaves the 

voices of Romania, Bulgaria, post-Yugoslav and Baltic states unheard. Nevertheless, the lack of 

the single platform of political consultations in East-Central Europe (as identified earlier) may 

contribute to growing differences in the perception of the sub-regional problems. The 

perspectives of Romania and Bulgaria (or Croatia and Slovenia) may considerably differ from 

that of Latvia and Estonia. 

- The domination of the European Union’s mechanisms of political consultations and 

articulation of interests after the accession of the states of East-Central Europe to the EU (Lazar 

2014, 28-29). In this pattern of political games, the regional cohesion and solidarity may be 

valuable in some specific cases. The East-Central European pressure on the wealthiest states of 

the European Union to keep the previous level of the EU’s financial support for the new 

members may be a good example (Pastwa 2014, 84-85; Jankowski and Grzegrzółka 2014, 9-10). 

In general, however, the sense of belonging to any sub-region is not the main indication of the 

political cooperation in the European Union. 
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- The growing difficulties with the cohesive East-Central European responses to the 

fundamental problems of the European Union and limited ability of the countries of the sub-

region to affect the future course of the EU reforms. The post-communist states in East-Central 

Europe do not belong to the group of the most powerful members of the European Union. Their 

support may be important in some political projects yet the political initiative in the EU more 

often belongs to Germany or France than Poland, Romania or Czech Republic. As a result, a lack 

of the common proposals of divided and fragmented East-Central Europe may further reduce the 

political significance of the sub-region. 

- The sensitivity of East-Central Europe to the pressure of the external powers, even for 

the most advanced Visegrad Group, and the fragility of the sub-regional consensus, even in the 

Eastern policy of the European Union. Besides, as Daina Bleiere notes “A lack of resources and 

a competition for investments, as well as the attention of the major powers of the world, can 

weaken any sense of solidarity” (Bleiere 1997, 18). 

Thus, discussing the effectiveness of the sub-regional groups in Europe Cottey summarizes that 

“The impact of European sub-regionalism may not have been dramatic, but a balanced 

assessment suggests that it has been positive and not entirely insignificant” (Cottey 2009, 20). 

This conclusion is right, especially in the context of the democratic transformation and the 

mitigation of the post-Cold War divisions on the continent yet in the sub-regional cooperation in 

East-Central Europe the initial positive tendencies give way to more complex disintegrating 

impulses. The next part of the article will discuss the case of the Visegrad Group. It will examine 

whether the negative trends identified in the East-Central European cooperation reveal in its 

most advanced sub-regional group.  

 

The Disintegrating Tendencies in the Sub-Regional Cooperation in East-Central Europe – 

the Case of the Visegrad Group 

Established in 1991 as the informal platform of dialogue of Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia 

(then the Czech Republic and Slovakia) the Visegrad Group has become the most developed 

forum of cooperation in East-Central Europe. Nevertheless, it is still the more flexible platform 

for consultations than the international organization, despite some recent attempts to strengthen 

its organizational capacities (Brazova, Matczak and Takacs 2013, 14-15; Dangerfield 2008, 645). 

Rick Fawn perfectly indicates in this regard that: 

“It is not an institution – although some outside observers mistakenly so claim; and 
although it possesses some attributes of an intergovernmental organization, such as 

regularized meetings at all levels of government, an annual high- level summit,  
a rotating chairmanship with an annual set of goals, and so on, it has never created 
institutional rules that then force its members to juxtapose cooperation against (supposed) 

national priority.” (Fawn 2010, 504). 
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The initial aim of the Visegrad Group was to get experience of the regional dialogue after the fall 

of the Soviet bloc and in the perspective of the accession to NATO and the European Union 

(Dangerfield 2014, 72). Its purpose was to convince the new partners in Western Europe that the 

countries of the Group were credible candidates to join the integration institutions of the West. 

The slogans of the “return to Europe” were crucial in this regard (Strážay 2011, 15-16) and 

Milada A. Vachudova rightly concludes that: “Visegrad was first and foremost a triumph of 

marketing: the term “the Visegrad group” became shorthand for the politically and economically 

most advanced, most “Western” post-communist states” (Vachudova 2005, 94). 

Besides, the countries in the region suffered similar structural problems after the fall of the 

bipolar order, to include the heritage of the communist past in their social, political, and 

economic life. The challenges were common and the exchange of views on how to deal with 

them was reasonable (Brazova, Matczak and Takacs 2013, 2). One of the crucial aspects in this 

regard was the withdrawal of the Soviet/Russian troops (Strážay 2011, 16-17). After their 50-

years’ presence in the region, it was a symbolic confirmation of the end of the Soviet domination 

in East-Central Europe. The factor of the external threat was fundamental to the effectiveness of 

the Visegrad cooperation at its initial phase. Hence, the perspective to join NATO and the 

European Union was not only the aim of the transformation, but also the escape from the “grey 

zone” of security between the falling USSR and the West. It was the case of the common 

protection against the threats that could emerge from unstable and unpredic table post-Soviet area. 

Finally, it was the prevention from potential Russian attempts to re-establish its political and 

economic influence in the sub-region.  

Nevertheless, the Visegrad cooperation has from the very beginning faced some disintegrating 

tendencies that contributed to its declarative character and limited effectiveness. The Visegrad 

dialogue declined together with the division of Czechoslovakia. Slovakia met some problems 

with the liberal reforms while the Czech Republic remained reluctant to coordinate its position 

with other states of the Group (Dangerfield 2008, 640; Wolchik 2011, 207). The Czech foreign 

policy under the Vaclav Klaus premiership believed in the country’s advantage and its own 

capabilities on the path to the European integration (Fawn 2010, 503; Dangerfield 2008, 641-

642). Thus, the Czech “(...) increase in self-confidence resulted in the conviction that Visegrad 

co-operation could hold the Czech Republic back (...)” (Strážay 2011, 18-19). The political 

reality negatively verified the Czech aspirations, yet the returned tendency in the Czech foreign 

policy to believe in the country’s preponderance over its sub-regional partners became the 

defining feature of the Visegrad cooperation for at least a decade. 

One of the successes of the Visegrad Group during the pre-accession period became the activity 

of the Central European Free Trade Area (CEFTA). Established in 1992, it contributed to the 

liberalization of the Visegrad markets (although with some problems in the agricultural goods) 

and increased the mutual Visegrad trade (Cihelková and Hnát 2006, 59). From the very 

beginning, however, CEFTA was a short or at best “medium-term” project of the candidate states 

aspiring to join the European Union and its single market or as Martin Dangerfield concludes, “It 
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was a creature of the EU accession process and always had a pre-determined lifespan and an 

inbuilt limit to its activities” (Dangerfield 2006, 322). Hence, it was clear that together with the 

accession to the European Union the Visegrad states would leave CEFTA and join the single 

European market.  

In 1998, together with the change of political coalitions in Slovakia and the Czech Republic, the 

Visegrad Group revived its activity. Besides, the V4 cooperation has departed from its previous 

political and economic dimension (CEFTA) to include the new area of civic affairs 

(Gniazdowski 2005, 82; Fawn 2010, 504). The accession negotiations of the Visegrad states with 

the European Union were full of declarations of their cooperation. The tendencies to cooperate, 

however, were accompanied by the regional competition and individualistic approaches 

(Dangerfield 2008, 635, 643; Dangerfield 2014, 77-78).  Here, again, the Czech Republic 

distanced itself from the Polish structural problems with the agricultural sector or the obsolete 

industry.  

Thus, the accession negotiations confirmed both a clash of the integrating and disintegrating 

impulses in the Visegrad cooperation and the problems with the Visegrad leadership. Poland, as 

the biggest partner in the Group, has not developed a concept of its effective leadership. It has 

not had an idea as to how the Visegrad cooperation should work, or how to reach beyond its 

routine political consultations. On the other hand, neither Czech Republic nor Hungary has 

accepted the Polish leadership in the sub-region. Both states are too small to aspire to this 

leadership themselves yet both have not necessarily considered Poland as powerful e nough to 

lead the social, political and economic processes in East-Central Europe (Dangerfield 2008, 635, 

643; Dangerfield 2014, 77-78).  

The accession of the states from the Visegrad Group to the European Union meant that their 

initial political goals were achieved. Yet, the Group confirmed in the Kroměříž Declaration of 

May 2004 its will to continue the Visegrad cooperation. The aim of this new phase has been to 

coordinate the position of the Visegrad states in the European Union as well as strengthen the  

civil society dimension of the regional cooperation (Strážay 2011, 18; Fawn 2010, 505). One of 

the specific areas emphasised in the Kroměříž Declaration has been the focus on the relations 

with the EU’s partners in Eastern Europe and Western Balkans (Dangerfield 2014, 79-83; Lazar 

2014, 29). Nevertheless, as Tomáš Strážay indicates “(...) 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 cooperation, the lack of an important goal comparable to that 

of EU accession was still apparent.” (Strážay 2011, 23-24). 

In practice, the common Visegrad attitude towards the European Union’s activities has suffered 

serious problems and the limited effectiveness of the V4 in the EU’s decision making 

mechanisms has strengthened the declarative character of the Visegrad cooperation. The 

problems with the common Visegrad position were revealed during the EU Copenhagen summit 

in 2002, and during  the negotiations on the new EU’s Constitutional Treaty (i.e., the lack of the 

Czech, Slovak and Hungarian support for the Polish proposals). The V4 attitude towards the US 
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intervention in Iraq was not fully cohesive either (Dangerfield 2008, 647-648; Wolchik 2011, 

207-208; Fawn 2010, 504). The Visegrad Four differed in their opinions on the Lisbon Treaty, 

the EU’s energy policy, to include some Polish initiatives in this regard, or the interpretations of 

the Russian-Georgian conflict (Lazar 2014, 30; Strážay 2011, 24-25, 29-31, Fawn 2013, 345).  

One of the few exceptions in this regard has been the Visegrad cooperation around the V4 

accession to the Schengen zone and the Visegrad unity in the protection of the economic 

interests of East-Central Europe during the European Union’s budget debates (Törő et al. 2014, 

366, 371; Dangerfield 2008, 653-654). The successful pressure on the wealthiest states of the EU, 

however, was the merit of all East-Central European members of the community and not only the 

Visagrad Four. In the same vein, the Visegrad Group has launched a dialogue with the partners 

on the European Union’s Eastern neighbourhood, with a special focus on Ukraine and Western 

Balkans (Lazar 2014, 30; Fawn 2010, 506). The Visegrad states have considerably contributed to 

the Eastern policy of the EU (to include the activity of the International Visegrad Fund) yet even 

this consensus did not eliminate the controversies and the elements of competition in the 

Visegrad cooperation (Gawrich and Stepanov 2014, 13-14). As Dariusz Kałan indicates, “(...) 

each Visegrad country also pursues its own Eastern policy rooted in a historical and social 

background, particular economic and geopolitical interests as well as temporary political goals” 

(Kałan 2013, 1). 

The most spectacular, however, has been the lack of Visegrad unity in response to the Russian-

Ukrainian conflict. The Ukrainian crisis has revealed a deep divergence across the Visegrad 

interests and growing difficulties with the common Visegrad position on the European Union’s 

policy towards Moscow. The attitude of the Visegrad Four towards the Russian Federation has 

never been fully cohesive (Dangerfield 2014, 85-86; Kałan 2013, 3-6; Marusiak 2015, 46). The 

Visegrad states have differed in their opinions on the Russian foreign policy and Russia has 

usually remained outside the official Visegrad agenda (Dangerfield 2012, 966-969). Nevertheless, 

despite its formal absence in the V4 agenda, the “Russian factor” has acco mpanied both the 

Visegrad efforts to join the Euro-Atlantic community and the Visegrad cooperation with the 

post-Soviet area. In the case of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, however, it has lost its integration 

potential and Joerg Forbrig correctly indicates that the Visegrad response to the Ukrainian crisis 

has considerably departed from the stereotypical picture of East-Central Europe as consistent in 

its policy towards Russia (Forbrig 2015, 2). 

The initial Visegrad unity and its strong support for Ukraine, including the gas “reverse flow” to 

the Ukrainian system (Marusiak 2015, 37; Forbrig 2015, 4) has given way to the growing 

difference of interests together with the progress of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict and the 

European Union’s debates on the sanctions on Russia (Rácz 2014, 3; Marusiak 2015, 38-42). 

The Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia emphasised the need of good economic relations 

with Moscow and feared the negative consequences of the EU sanctions on Russia for their own 

economies (Gniazdowski et al. 2014, Foy and Byrne 2015). All EU members finally supported 
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the sanctions yet some Visegrad states remain reluctant to their further extension (Gniazdowski 

et al. 2014, Byrne 2014). Dariusz Kałan rightly indicates that: 

“The crisis in eastern Ukraine has not changed the Czech Republic, Hungary and 

Slovakia’s perception of their relations with Russia, which continues to be defined 
primarily through economic and energy cooperation, rather than hard security. Therefore, 
due to expected financial and political losses, these countries treat with much caution the 

EU’s idea to tighten sanctions against Moscow” (Kałan 2014, 1). 

Indeed, the Ukrainian crisis has revealed the scale of the East-Central European energy 

dependence on Russia two decades after the fa ll of the USSR (Rácz 2014, 5). Further, it has 

illustrated the lack of the Visegrad political consistency in relations with Russia  

(if we consider the Hungarian bilateral contacts with Moscow despite the EU’s sanctions). It has 

confirmed the growing differences of the Visegrad states’ perceptions of their fundamental 

security threats (Gawrich and Stepanov 2014, 15; Marusiak 2015, 43). Finally, András Rácz 

indicates the clear domestic aspects of the Visegrad response to the Russian-Ukrainian conflict 

and especially the debate between the political forces supporting the common EU’s position and 

those favouring good contacts with Moscow (Rácz 2014, 6).  

Thus, the Ukrainian crisis has further cemented the previous problems within the Visegrad unity. 

Even if some differences in the Visegrad opinions on Russia have been known before, the recent 

divergence of the Visegrad interests has never been so deep. Today it practically touches almost 

all aspects of the Visegrad cooperation. Besides, considering the significance of the EU-Russian 

relations for the security of the continent, it seems that, in the long term, the difference of the 

Visegrad states’ attitudes towards Russia becomes more fundamental than the previous Visegrad 

unity during the EU’s budget debates. It becomes more important than the recent Visegrad 

rapprochement in the refugee crisis either. In fact, the more coordinated approach of the 

Visegrad Four towards the European refugee crisis (Nolan, Philipson and Freeman, 2015) does 

not necessarily change the picture of their political disunity. The Visegrad voice is important as it 

reflects the right of the East-Central European members of the European Union to express their 

independent view on the problem of refugees yet any claims about the Visegrad solidarity in this 

regard seem premature. The refugee crisis still awaits more decisive solutions that may provoke 

further tensions in the EU. It may test the Visegrad determination under the greater pressure of 

European leaders and the more assertive game of interests in the European Union. The 

experience of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict casts doubt on any future Visegrad unity. 

As a result, the Visegrad Group is the example of the advanced cooperation in East-Central 

Europe that, as Rick Fawn notes, has so far confirmed its “(...) remarkable survivability and 

transformational capacity” (Fawn 2013, 348). Positive opinions about the Visegrad cooperation 

emphasise the value of the pre-accession contacts of the Visegrad states, to include the 

experience of their economic cooperation in CEFTA. They also note the growing sense of 

community and mutual understanding among the Visegrad societies and the successful civic 

dimension of the Visegrad Group (Lazar 2014, 30; Fawn 2013, 342). Furthermore, some 
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analyses indicate the value of the flexible formula of the Visegrad cooperation and the absence 

of the predetermined catalogue of problems discussed within its frames. They point out the “soft” 

and à la carte character of the Visegrad activities (Lazar 2014, 40-41; Dangerfield 2008, 657, 

661; Törő et al. 2014, 368).  

Nevertheless, the Visegrad Group suffers from the same disintegrating tendencies as other sub-

regional groupings in East-Central Europe. First of all, it faces the question of the 

incommensurability of the Visegrad cooperation with the European Union as the dominant 

mechanism of the integration on the continent. The Visegrad cooperation will not replace the EU. 

On the contrary, the emergence of the Visegrad Group was accompanied by the specific “pre-

accession” logic (Cihelková and Hnát 2006, 53) and the Eastern enlargement of the European 

Union has illustrated clear difficulties of the Visegrad states to identify their new strategic aims 

after accession. The Visegrad Group may contribute to some aspects of the sub-regional 

cooperation in East-Central Europe yet the previous experience of its cooperation, including the 

reaction to the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, confirm its limited ability to address the fundamental 

problems of the European Union. Together with the recent economic and institutional crisis of 

the EU this ability can only decrease and the domination of the disintegrating tendencies over the 

integrative impulses in the Visegrad cooperation will increase.  

Thus, following Rick Fawn’s suggestions, any assessment of the Visegrad cooperation should 

reflect “(...) an explicit match between expectations and capacities” (Fawn 2013, 340). The 

Visegrad Group may still be a valuable platform of the sub-regional dialogue that strengthens the 

social and cultural ties among the Visegrad societies (Fawn 2013, 342). It may also try to keep 

its pressure on the wealthiest members of the European Union during the EU’s budget debates 

(Pastwa 2014, 84-85; Dangerfield 2008, 632), and it may even achieve some tactical successes in 

the debate on the European refugee crisis. Nevertheless, the scale of the problems facing the 

European Union today may confront the Visegrad Group with the challenges that exceed its 

capacity for further unity and effective cooperation.   

 

The Sub-Regional Cooperation in East-Central Europe – Towards the New Political 

Configurations? 

The Visegrad Group has been the most advanced forum of consultations in East-Central Europe 

yet the sub-regional cooperation there is not reduced to Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia and 

Hungary. The sub-regional dialogue involves several other groups, including the Central 

European Initiative or the Council of the Baltic Sea States (Cihelková and Hnát 53-58; Dühr 3, 

39-41). Most of them, however, lack the “political ambitions” of the Visegrad Four and focus 

more on the practical aspects of trans-border cooperation. Besides, the diversity and 

fragmentation of East-Central Europe has so far contributed to limited and occasional contacts 

among its different sub-regional groupings. 
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Indeed, Daina Bleiere’s analysis of the cooperation between the Baltic states and the Visegrad 

Group in the 1990s notes a lack of stimulating forces and sufficient economic interests, but first 

of all the focus of both groups on their principal foreign policy aims: the integration with NATO 

and the European Union. Further, the context of the integration brought about some elements of 

the Baltic-Visegrad competition, to include the Baltic states’ efforts to attract the attention of the 

Western powers (Bleiere, 11-13, 17-18, 28-33). Thus, Bleiere emphasises that “Historical 

experience shows that cooperation in Central Europe has most often been induced from the 

outside. All of the countries of the region need to modernize their economies, but they need some 

"anchor of modernization" that would facilitate this process. Such an anchor is located outside 

the region (...)” (Bleiere 27-28). The modernization impulses which are coming more from the 

process of the European integration than the sub-regional cooperation seem obvious in this 

regard.  

The Eastern enlargement of the EU has not considerably changed the previous lack of dynamism 

in the Baltic-Visegrad cooperation, with some exceptions of the Polish-Baltic and especially 

Polish-Lithuanian bilateral contacts. In fact, the similar perceptions of the security risks, the 

Polish participation in the Baltic Sea cooperation, and the borders with Russia, more strongly 

encouraged the Polish-Baltic than the Baltic-Visegrad cooperation (Sliwa and Górnikiewicz 

2013, 147-152; Bleiere. 4-6, 30-31). Yet even the potential of the Polish-Baltic dialogue was not 

fully exploited and the most spectacular Polish-Lithuanian projects, including the “energy bridge” 

(Trubalska, 2014: 2-5), were motivated more by the geopolitical and security considerations than 

the idea of the sub-regional cooperation itself. Thus, Bleiere’s conclusion that the cooperation 

between the Baltic and the Visegrad states could intensify “(...) only if it is backed by 

simultaneous intensification of the relationship with the EU and NATO itself” still provokes 

some reflections (Bleyere, 30). 

Nevertheless, “the Russian factor”, the future course of the European Union’s relations with 

Moscow, and NATO’s recent decisions about the strengthening of the Alliance’s “Eastern flank” 

may bring about some new ideas of the sub-regional dialogue. They may strengthen the Polish 

relations with the Baltic states and, at least from the Polish perspective, contribute to the growing 

significance of Romania and Bulgaria as the valuable partners in the new sub-regional 

configurations. Simultaneously the clear difference of opinions on Russia between Poland and 

other states of the Visegrad Group may encourage Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary to 

search for new political partners in the sub-region. It may strengthen some previous suggestions 

of the Czech politicians and intellectuals about the country’s closer ties with Austria (and 

Germany) than Poland or the Baltic states (Pehe 2004, Fawn 2013, 341). It does not mean that 

the new coalitions of interests in East-Central Europe would automatically be more effective 

than the Visegrad cooperation, yet it indicates a possibility of some new, alternative platforms of 

the sub-regional dialogue. 

In fact, the recent problems with the common Visegrad approach towards Russia encourage the 

Czech Republic, Slovakia and Austria to engage in a new sub-regional initiative called the 
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Slavkov Triangle. The Triangle warns against intensifying conflicts with Moscow and 

emphasises the significance of the good economic cooperation with Russia. This attitude reflects 

the interests of the participating states, but it clearly contradicts the political position of Poland 

(Kałan 2015, 1-2). The idea of the Czech, Slovak and Austrian cooperation is not new. Jiří Pehe 

claimed in 2004 that the inequality of power in the Visegrad Group and the growing divergence 

of interests between Poland and its smaller members would contribute to the lack of the 

“common denominator” in the V4 cooperation. He emphasised that, “After Poland’s accession to 

the EU, other Visegrad countries will be more and more frequently confronted with Polish 

stances that may not necessarily be in their interests (...)” (Pehe 2004). Thus, “It would be much 

more natural for the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia to strive for a closer regional 

cooperation with Austria and Slovenia, the contours of which we can already see in some 

existing regional groupings” (Pehe 2004). 

The Visegrad Group has discussed its expansion to include Austria, Slovenia, Bulgaria or 

Romania several times during the last two decades. Yet the “Visegrad Four” did not decide on a 

formal enlargement. Instead, they favoured the so-called V4 plus formula of ad hoc consultations 

with some other partners in the sub-region. There was no consensus in the Visegrad Group about 

the potential direction of its extension and, as Tomáš Strážay explains, the enlargement “(...) 

would complicate the process of decision-making, simply because there would be more opinions 

and interests to be taken into account” (Strážay 2011, 34). This time, however, the idea of the 

Czech and Slovak dialogue with Austria is a project of cooperation outside the Visegrad frames. 

The contours of the Triangle have not yet been finally defined, but it excludes Poland and forms, 

at least potentially, the alternative to the Visegrad Group (Kałan 2015, 1-2). Thus, if the Slavkov 

Triangle emerges as a political reality it may reduce the readiness of the C zech Republic and 

Slovakia to engage in the Visegrad format. It may deepen the declarative character of the 

Visegrad cooperation as well. 

Furthermore, the crisis in the European Union’s relations with Russia and the strengthening of 

NATO’s “Eastern flank” may encourage the new political contacts of Poland and the Baltic 

states as well as those of Poland and Romania. First of all, the anxiety of the neo- imperial policy 

of Russia creates a strong incentive for the Polish-Baltic relations, despite the previous 

declarative character of their partnership. Both partners share similar negative assessment of the 

Russian foreign policy towards East-Central Europe and postulate further strengthening of 

NATO’s role in the sub-region. Both expect NATO’s military presence in their territory and 

remain suspicious of the new rapprochement between the Western members of the European 

Union and Russia (Sliwa and Górnikiewicz 2013, 161-167). 

The decisions of the NATO Summit in Warsaw in July 2016 are crucial in this regard (Bla ir, 

2016). The deployment of NATO’s troops in Poland and the Baltic states, including the planned 

participation of the Polish soldiers in NATO’s multi-national battle group in Latvia (Palowski 

2016), seems an obvious invitation for both the Polish-Baltic military cooperation and political 

consultations. Besides, it solves the problem of the lack of the military potential of the Baltic 



17     Review of European and Russian Affairs 10 (1), 2016 

 

partners that has so far made the Polish-Baltic military cooperation difficult. Operating in the 

multi-national NATO’s units Polish and Baltic soldiers could effectively exercise their 

interoperability and practical cooperation. Finally, NATO’s presence in the Baltic Sea area 

strengthens the question of the Russian Kaliningrad Oblast that borders both Poland and 

Lithuania. It may further shift the Polish attention to the Baltic cooperation and weaken the sub-

regional dialogue in the Visegrad formula, especially if the previous differences in the Visegrad 

position on Russia deepen.  

Yet, the transformation of the similar Polish-Baltic security concerns into the practical 

cooperation may face some impediments, despite the clear incentives after the NATO Warsaw 

Summit. Poland has so far not been the main political partner of the Baltic republics and the 

latter favoured their economic and political ties with the Nordic states (Opitz 2015, 2-4). Second, 

the Polish-Lithuanian tensions around the Polish minority, unresolved for the last two decades, 

could not contribute to this new partnership as well. Finally, the community of the security 

interests between Poland and the Baltic states does not easily translate into the similarity of 

opinions on the structural problems of European integration and the potential of the Polish-Baltic 

cooperation in the European Union still lags behind that of the Baltic-Nordic dialogue 

(Dudzińska 2013, 4-5, Sliwa and Górnikiewicz 2013, 157-161). 

In the same vein, NATO’s Warsaw Summit may encourage more dynamic contacts of Poland 

and Romania (as well as Poland and Bulgaria), despite NATO’s limited support for the 

Romanian postulates to increase the Alliance’s presence on the Back Sea area (Szymański and 

Dąborowski, 2016). Herein, the Russian factor does not play the same crucial role as it does in 

the Polish-Baltic cooperation yet the strengthening of the NATO’s Eastern Flank may contribute 

to the Polish-Romanian (and the Polish-Bulgarian) political and military relations. The planned 

participation of the Polish military aircrafts in NATO’s Air Policing mission to Romania and 

Bulgaria, and the possible presence of Romanian troops in NATO’s battle group deployed in 

Poland, seem important in this context (Szymański and Dąborowski, 2016). 

Nevertheless, Polish-Romanian relations are an example of the potential of cooperation that has 

so far not been converted into practical outcomes. Poland and Romania are the biggest and the 

most populous states in East-Central Europe. Both have become the main US political partners in 

the sub-region and both strive for a stronger NATO’s military presence in East-Central Europe 

(Balcer 2014). Their practical cooperation, however, has so far not gone beyond the occasional 

political consultations. Further, the isolation of Romania during the communist period and the 

initial Romanian (and Bulgarian) problems with the liberal transformation (Vachudova 2005, 37-

39) meant that Poland and Romania, close allies during the interwar period, do not practically 

know each other today.  
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Finally, both states do not share the common border and both focus on slightly different areas in 

the sub-region. For Poland, the Baltic Sea is the political priority while for Romania the Black 

Sea is the natural area of interest. This may not necessarily be the obstacle for the future Polish-

Romanian cooperation yet the more dynamic development of the Polish-Baltic dialogue seems a 

bit more likely scenario than the Polish-Romanian (and the Polish-Bulgarian) partnership. 

 

Conclusion 

East-Central Europe has actively joined the new wave of regionalism after the fall of the bipolar 

order. The dynamic transformation in this part of Europe has confirmed the multifaceted 

character of this process and illustrates that any serious analysis of the regional affairs must 

reach beyond the purely economical and institutional perspective. Besides, regional studies 

cannot be contained in the confines of a single theory and the dialogue between different 

theoretical approaches better reflects the complex character of contemporary regionalism. 

Furthermore, the cooperation of the former communist states in East-Central Europe has become 

the core of the sub-regional processes in Europe that enrich European integration. The sub-

regional cooperation is a stable and valuable element of the political, social and economic 

landscape of contemporary Europe. 

Nevertheless, the sub-regional dialogue in East-Central Europe has from the very beginning been 

accompanied by the structural problems as well as the clash of the integrating and the 

disintegrating tendencies. At the initial stage, the aspirations of the states in the sub-region to 

join NATO and the European Union, and the progress of their liberal reforms, strengthened the 

positive impulses. Yet the East-Central European states have not been able to develop  

a single platform of cooperation and the sub-regional dialogue remains fragmented. Besides, the 

experience of the previous communist period could no longer serve as the unifying factor and the 

fall of the bipolar order revealed the difference of interests across the sub-region.   

The Eastern enlargement of NATO and the European Union marked a fundamental change in the 

post-Cold War history of East-Central Europe. In many cases, however, the enlargement has 

confirmed the specific “pre-accession” character of the sub-regional cooperation and 

strengthened its previous destructing tendencies. It has shifted the core of the decisions important 

for the sub-region to Brussels. The East-Central European states declared the will to coordinate 

their positions in the EU’s decision making mechanisms yet the practical results of this 

coordination has been limited. They have been able to defend the economic interests of the sub-

region during the EU’s budget debates yet their attitudes to the most fundamental problems of 

the EU have differed. Besides, the recent institutional and economic crisis in the European Union 

and the problems with the EU-Russian relations strengthen the previous difficulties in the sub-

regional dialogue. 

The Visegrad Group is no exception in this regard. It has been the most advanced group in the 

sub-regional cooperation yet it faces the same negative tendencies as other sub-regional 
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groupings in East-Central Europe. The Visegrad states have not been able to coordinate their 

attitudes towards the main reforms of the European Union and the Ukrainian crisis illustrates the 

deep divergence of the Visegrad interests both in the bilateral relations with Russia and the EU’s 

cooperation with Moscow. As Petr Robejšek notes the Visegrad Group has never recovered from 

the “excessive romanticism” and “(...) remains an unacceptable balance between vision and 

illusion” (Robejšek 2001, 10). 

The Visegrad cooperation has gradually been losing its dynamics and the recent revival of the 

Visegrad unity in the European refugee crisis does not change this picture. Instead, the idea of 

the Slavkov Triangle reveals a threat of the marginalization of the Visegrad dialogue. Milada 

Anna Vachudova warns against the split among the states in the sub-region on the 

“Cosmopolitan Central Europe”, which is more dynamic in international affairs and engaged in 

European integration, and the “Provincial Central Europe”, that is more sceptical towards the 

future of the EU and less active within the international forum (Vachudova 2001, 13-14). Further, 

the recent Russian-Ukrainian conflict and NATO’s decisions about the strengthening of its 

“Eastern flank” may contribute to some new political configurations in the sub-regional 

cooperation, mainly the Polish-Baltic rapprochement in the security affairs and, less likely, the 

dialogue between Poland and Romania (or Poland and Bulgaria).   

Thus, the future course of the sub-regional cooperation in East-Central Europe still depends on 

the partners’ determination to participate in this process (Marušiak 2013, 12) and there are still 

some arguments in favour of the sub-regional dialogue, especially to reduce its  

“ambitions” to the areas of civic society or trans-border cooperation. Yet the experience of the 

last two decades confirms the main thesis of the article that the disintegrating tendencies in the 

sub-regional cooperation in East-Central European outweigh its integrating impulses. 
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