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The Security Environment of the V4 Countries

JAROSLAV UŠIAK

Abstract: State security policy is not created in a vacuum. In general, policy‑making is 
affected by external and internal variables and influences on the security environment 
as well as by responses to all these factors. Political decision‑making is another signifi‑
cant intervening variable. The aim of this study is to define the security environment 
of the Visegrad countries in both its narrow and broader senses. To this end, I consider 
common factors that have affected – and continue to influence – all four countries in 
order to reveal and evaluate the policy development processes in these states up to the 
present day. My methodology relies on case studies that trace the security policies of 
each of the Visegrad countries since the end of the bipolar standoff. The comparison 
in my conclusion highlights significant challenges now affecting the security policies 
of all these countries including defence budgets, the crisis in Ukraine, the position of 
EU member states and growing nationalism and extremism.

Keywords: Central Europe, security environment evolution, security threats, se‑
curity challenges, the V4

Security – as defined in a state’s security policy – is one of the most important 
elements of its foreign and defence policies. These elements determine the 
direction of foreign policy and, thus, they are often introduced together in 
state (and organisational) documents. For this reason, it is important to tie any 
security policy to a concrete foreign policy doctrine when assessing domestic 
developments. The aim of this study is to define the security environment of 
the V4 countries from both narrow and broader perspectives. In the process, 
I identify the main factors that have affected individual V4 countries and their 
current influences in order to outline and critically assess developments in these 
states. My methodology relies on case studies that track the security policies of 
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the V4 countries since the collapse of the bipolar world division. I draw here on 
the work of other authors who have been undertaking long‑term work on the 
security policies of particular V4 countries. The central pillar of this research is 
an analysis of state documents, and this is supplemented by studies and other 
accessible publications by authors from the states in question (see, for instance, 
Nowakowski – Protasowicki (2008); Czulda – Madej (2015); Karaffa – Bala‑
bán – Rašek (2008); Kořan et al. (2014); Kmec – Korba – Ondrejcsák (2005); 
Goda et al. (2017); Almási – Kádár (2005)’ Balogh (2013). These authors high‑
light and evaluate the development processes in their own countries.

The main geopolitical changes that have influenced current relations among 
these states took place mostly in the last decade of the 20th century. Before this, 
the V4 countries were an integral part of the Soviet bloc, which determined their 
regimes, their political orientation and their economic dependence. After the 
disintegration of the Soviet bloc, these Central European countries sought out 
a new direction. While all of them had become independent, their natural and 
human resources were limited and they remained dependent on other states 
when it came to economic and, in particular, energy matters. The main factor 
affecting Central Europe’s development was its turn to the European Union, 
a move made with the expectation of achieving economic stability and prosperity. 
On the other hand, these states continued to rely on the Russian Federation for 
mineral resources. As far as security was concerned, after the regime change, 
the Central European states focused on their integration into international 
security structures. They became members of the United Nations in 1993 and 
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE, previously 
known as CSCE) in 1995. Their development was shaped by the Partnership 
for Peace programme and later by their integration into the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO). In terms of economic integration, European Un‑
ion membership remained the main objective. Today the V4 countries are all 
fully‑fledged members of both NATO and the EU. These two organisations have 
a significant effect on their stances on security and other issues.

The Central European Security Environment at a Crossroads

The rapid transformation of the V4 countries into members of CSCE/OSCE, the 
EU and NATO meant they never reflected adequately on the Cold War period 
and its impact on their security policies. In the years after the Second World 
War, all these states were exposed to the Warsaw Pact and fell under the influ‑
ence of the Soviet Union, which also held considerable sway over their security 
policies. Moreover, the years 1956, 1968 and 1981 were important milestones 
for Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Poland respectively, marking the arrival of 
Warsaw Pact troops or the start of a political intervention designed to enhance 
stability and protect socialism (Pástor 2004: 23). The bipolar system ultimately 
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came undone under the weight of ideological and security conflicts. The funda‑
mental changes that brought about this collapse occurred first within internal 
political systems and only later transformed international politics. Though the 
confrontation between the two blocs was over, a new polarisation with its own 
security threats had begun.

Mikhail Gorbachev’s speech on the floor of the Council of Europe in July 
1989 may be considered a breakthrough event. This address prefigured major 
developments including the USSR’s deviation from Brezhnev’s doctrine, its 
decision not to maintain Soviet satellites in its sphere of influence, the dissolu‑
tion of the Warsaw Pact (which eventually occurred in 1991) and ultimately the 
collapse of the USSR and reactions to the end of the bipolar system. The East 
European states were faced with new challenges that demanded an appropriate 
response. As such, these states and their representatives had to decide on the 
most suitable of seven alternative approaches: a) neutrality (with or without 
institutional security); b) establishment of their own independent regional 
security organisation; c) engagement in an existing regional security organi‑
sation and its subsequent transformation; d) revival of an Eastern (European) 
security organisation; e) integration into Western security structures; f) creation 
of some kind of pan‑European security architecture or g) reliance on national 
defence exclusively (Nagy – Kovács 2006; Cottey 1995).

As they attempted to decide on a position, these states were concerned 
about the USSR’s potential recovery of its strength and power and they strug‑
gled to overcome a dependency established over decades. Analysing each of 
these alternatives should reveal the one most conducive to these states’ inter‑
ests, and I review the options in greater detail in the sections on individual 
countries. At this point, however, it is worth summarising some key concerns 
around the seven approaches. On the option of neutrality, it was clear that 
this “soft” approach (i.e. neutrality without institutional support) offered no 
security guarantees but these states lacked the backing for the “hard” version 
that might have come from the UN Security Council, for example. At the same 
time, they opposed forming their own regional security organisation since 
they had different (and at times even opposed) interests. Turning to the op‑
tion of integration into an existing regional security organisation that would 
then be transformed, they considered CSCE/OSCE but noted that it had never 
exercised military force and could not guarantee their defence. Similarly, the 
revival of an Eastern security organisation was highly unappealing given their 
historical experience. Integration into Western structures was more attractive 
though it too seemed unrealistic since NATO had not adopted an enlargement 
policy. Still, this option promised to connect them directly with a guarantor 
of regional defence and security. The creation of some kind of pan‑European 
security architecture also appealed to European states (and especially those 
of Central and Eastern Europe), but in practical terms looked onerous if not 
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impossible. The last alternative – development of national defence – was con‑
sidered prohibitively expensive given the states’ obsolete defence technology 
and the need for large investments in transformation.

Ultimately, the Central European states decided on options b), e) and to 
some extent g). The plan sketched out in option b) was implemented through 
the creation of the V3 (and subsequently V4) alliance, which gave these states 
the chance to cooperate in preparation for their integration into Euro‑Atlantic 
structures. Option e) was seen as optimal given the benefits of NATO member‑
ship and the potential for a new security and defence structure in the context 
of European Union membership.

Today the V4’s security policy is influenced significantly by these states’ 
NATO and EU memberships, which provide a framework for their decisions, 
involvement and positions. While the EU has focused primarily on economic 
integration over the last few years, it has also established some instruments that 
may affect security and defence policy. I refer particularly here to the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and the European Security and Defence 
Policy/Common Security and Defence Policy (ESDP/CSDP). At the same time, 
current circumstances suggest the need for NATO’s continued engagement 
on the European continent since its position considerably affects the security 
policies of its member states.

The following sections provide an analysis of the security policies of the indi‑
vidual V4 countries. For this purpose, I have defined specific historical periods 
according to the milestones in a particular country or the strategic decisions 
that it had to make. I do not enumerate all events occurring in this context but 
focus instead on the ones which were most important, substantive and decisive 
and, thus, helped to shape and develop the state and its security policy.

Basic development of foreign and security policies of the V4 
countries

Understanding the development of the V4 states’ security policies is essential 
in the context of their cooperation. Clearly, however, these security policies are 
not created in a vacuum; they are influenced by not only the evolution of the 
security environment but also internal political conditions in individual states. 
In this section, I outline the main phases of development in all four states that 
set the course for their future orientation.

The Czech Republic

The Czech Republic’s security context may be seen as historically unchanging 
in terms of external borders. As far as the domestic security environment is 
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concerned, however, there have been frequent changes in the image of the 
external enemy and the nature of both regional and global threats and risks.

For our purposes, the first critical period ran from 1989 to 1993 and also 
involved the Slovak Republic. These years were marked by the collapse of the 
bipolar system, which brought new dimensions to international relations and 
launched new processes that continue to this day. The Czech Republic became 
part of the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic (CSFR), a shift that profoundly 
changed not only the country’s political configuration but also the nature of its 
security and its outlook. Shortly after its creation, the CSFR had to deal with 
multiple problems including the withdrawal of Warsaw Pact troops from its 
territory, which was finally achieved in 1991 (Khol 2004). The CSFR remained 
a member of the Warsaw Pact until mid-1991. That year also saw the dissolution 
of the USSR, resulting in new security arrangements across Europe that each 
state had to contend with. The CSFR immediately sought to enter the European 
Communities (EC). At the same time, it applied for NATO membership, having 
identified NATO as a critical security guarantor (Khol 2004). More changes 
ensued in 1992 with signs emerging of separatist programmes in the Czech and 
Slovak state. This situation led to the establishment of two separate republics in 
1993 – the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic. Among the difficult tasks 
confronting both these states were their transformation into market economies, 
the establishment of the rule of law and the shaping of their national security 
environment and security policies.

The second key period (1993–1999) was dominated by the Czech Repub‑
lic’s efforts to establish a national defence and security identity even though 
its security policy had not yet taken shape. The dissolution of the CSFR brought 
an end to the State Defence Council, the central state administrative author‑
ity that had been responsible for implementing security policy. The emphasis 
began to shift to the defence side of security policy to be implemented by the 
Ministry of Defence. As in the other V4 states, however, politicians did not 
see security and defence policies as pressing concerns – their primary objec‑
tives remained creating democratic institutions and rules and overseeing the 
transition to a market economy and the relaxation of the planned economy. It 
was only in 1996 that security emerged as a separate item on the Czech govern‑
ment’s agenda, a shift linked to the decision to join NATO (Mazalová 2006). 
At the Madrid NATO summit in 1997, the Czech Republic was invited to start 
accession negotiations. These negotiations ended while Prime Minister Vaclav 
Klaus was still in power,1 that is, shortly before the appointment of the care‑
taker Tošovský government (which pursued accession without any significant 

1	 Despite the Czech Republic’s efforts at the start of the negotiations, it had not met the accession criteria 
in all six areas identified by Borkovec (2008:24): “political, legislative, defence criteria (defence planning, 
interoperability, infrastructure, and defence industry), resources (economic and human), information 
security and public support.”
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changes) and the early elections that put Milos Zeman into office (Karaffa et al. 
2008: 7). Zeman’s government also stayed the established course on integration 
despite early indications from some members of the ruling party that the Czech 
Republic might choose a different course based on the Danish and Norwegian 
examples. In fact, Zeman’s government finalised the necessary steps and the 
Czech Republic joined NATO in March 1999.

The third critical period (1999–2007) was marked by problems around the 
transformation and interoperability of the Czech army and its transition to 
a fully professional force in 2005. Other issues in this period concerned the 
meaning of NATO membership itself; like the citizens of other V4 countries, 
Czechs had distorted ideas about NATO’s operations and the obligations of 
its member states. This problem had already been apparent in the spring of 
1999 when the Kosovo crisis led to the establishment of new NATO operations 
and the Czech Republic faced a decision about whether to support air strikes. 
Czech politicians divided into two clear camps, with supporters of the action 
(a group including President Vaclav Havel and politicians from various parties 
(KDU‑ČSL, ODA) on one side and its opponents (then prime minister Zeman 
and then assembly chairman Klaus) on the other. The Czech public remained 
ambivalent about the proposed proactive steps and it refused to support the 
operation. Politicians favouring the intervention faced a formidable task: want‑
ing to maintain the country’s image as a responsible and credible partner, they 
had to justify unpopular steps to the people. This period was also complicated 
by changes in EU and NATO operations as both organisations significantly 
altered the scope and substance of their activities after Czech accession (Khol 
2004: 35). Other milestones included the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks, 
the 2002 NATO summit in Prague (an important opportunity for the Czechs 
to prove their reliability and readiness for future action) and the 2003 Iraqi 
crisis in which the country supported US policy. By the latter action, the Czech 
Republic took a stand against the European coalition that opposed the invasion 
and recognised the United States as a strategic partner.

The era that followed (2007–2013) was one of maintaining of the established 
course with the aim of achieving deeper integration and cooperation on security 
issues. The Euro‑Atlantic integration process concluded with the accession of all 
of the V4 countries to NATO and the EU. The Czech Republic, thus, became part 
of a neighbourhood of states with shared values and institutional anchoring; 
this was a significant expansion of security whose implications went beyond the 
country’s external borders. The need to support NATO and the EU through con‑
tributions of the Czech Republic’s own capacities was – and remains – a major 
issue for national security policymakers. These years also saw the convergence 
of the two main streams of Czech security policy: its Atlantic and European 
components. The Czechs supported and participated in EU military operations 
(e.g. EU ALTHEA in Bosnia and Herzegovina) and civilian missions (e.g. EUFOR 
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in Chad). They also contributed to the EU defence architecture by establishing 
the EU Battlegroup together with the other V4 countries (described in this 
article as the V4 EU Battlegroup or V4 EU BG) (Kořan et al. 2014). These steps 
were backed up by various national strategic documents,2 which shed further 
light on the Czech position on the CFSP‑related obligations arising from EU 
membership and, in particular, the defence dimension of ESDP/CSDP.

The last key period begins in 2013 and is ongoing. Czech security policy in 
this era has been characterised by a persistent ambivalence about NATO and 
the EU in the area of ESDP/CSDP. This dual‑track approach has, however, been 
typical for most Central European states. A second problem concerns the alloca‑
tion of funds for the purpose of upgrading the Czech army in order to fulfil the 
country’s obligations under Article 5 of the Washington Treaty and its defence 
commitments vis‑à‑vis the EU. A third issue is the need for clarification of the 
Czech position on the conflict in Ukraine and, thus, also indirectly on Russia 
and East‑West relations. This situation has been affected by the crisis in Ukraine 
that emerged in November 2013 and the related migration crisis. Divisions in 
the Czech Republic over the nature and impact of the conflict (Buchtík – Leon‑
tiyeva 2014: 4–5) reflect the different positions put forward by President Zeman 
and the previous Sobotka government (it is also worth mentioning the stance 
of Foreign Affairs Ministry political secretary Petr Drulák, who has called for 
Czech neutrality). For security purposes, this clarification of the Czech position 
is important. In this context, domestic political issues will likely determine the 
direction taken on security and foreign policy.

According to Kořan (2012b), when it comes to the development of the coun‑
try’s foreign and security policies, Czech politicians have fallen into two camps: 
a dissident school (cf. Waisová 2010; Waisová – Piknerová 2012) and a school 
grounded in liberal economics. While the former has favoured a pro‑Atlantic 
position because of the emphasis on supporting human rights and combating 
abuse, the latter has stressed the economic benefits of this positon. In other 
words, although the ideological motives of these camps have differed, their 
outcome has been the same (Kořan 2012b). The evolution of Czech security 
policy can also be understood in terms of two main plots. The first of these began 
with a clear focus on NATO membership immediately after the establishment 
of the independent state; it has since run into difficulties as the Czech Republic 
struggles to find its own place in the organisation. The second plot traces the 
complications around the country’s efforts to find a consensus on the most 
appropriate European security architecture and, thus, a position on the ESDP/
CSDP and CFSP frameworks.

2	 These documents included the 2008 Czech Military Strategy, the May 2011 Czech Defence White Paper, 
the September 2011 Czech Security Strategy and the 2012 Czech Defence Strategy.
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The Slovak Republic

The account below highlights the four key eras of Slovak security policy devel‑
opment. The first of these (1989–1993) was one of shared experience with the 
Czech Republic, and thus, is covered in the section above.

The second period (1993–1998) began with the division of Czechoslovakia 
and was characterised by indecisiveness and unfavourable domestic develop‑
ments. These first years of independence were a time of shaping Slovak state‑
hood. Given the geopolitical circumstances, the country’s representatives 
sought to integrate into existing international organisations, an approach that 
promised to deliver a reasonable profit when set against the required costs. 
Vladimir Mečiar’s government announced Slovakia’s wish to join NATO and the 
EU. In this context, the year 1997 marked a turning point: just as the national 
debate about NATO culminated, Slovakia took steps to join the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS), a move that some politicians saw as incompat‑
ible with EU and NATO integration (Exchange of experience in Partnership 
for Peace Program Implementation 1998). Slovakia would eventually become 
a sort of a bridge between the West and the East, and even at this point, some 
voices called for neutrality. At the same time, foreign partners took a negative 
view of the failed February 1997 referendum on Slovakia’s potential NATO 
membership. Slovak politicians’ comments also exposed internal tensions 
in the country around security (Ušiak 2012). While at the international level, 
some of these individuals promoted Slovak accession to NATO and the EU, 
on the domestic scene, others revealed a schism about the country’s future 
security policy. Moreover, the development of the Slovak army lagged behind 
the armies of other states, and this ultimately also contributed to the rejection 
of Slovakia’s integration by external parties.

The third era (1998–2006) saw the suspension of plans for NATO integra‑
tion as Slovakia faced the need to restart this process. The domestic situation 
changed after the 1998 elections when Mikuláš Dzurinda’s government took 
office. The effects of this shift went beyond internal political developments, with 
clear trans‑Atlantic goals being set in the area of security. This helped revive the 
negotiations on Slovakia’s accession to both the EU and NATO. The new prime 
minister faced major challenges including changing the attitudes of partners 
with a significant influence over Slovakia’s integration into Western structures 
and presenting a new position in the country’s strategic security documents. 
Other key tasks included overseeing the required transformation of the Slovak 
army and creating space for public debate about Slovakia’s approach to trans

‑Atlantic structures. These issues were addressed in much of the security policy 
during Dzurinda’s first term in office. In 1999, Slovakia participated for the first 
time in an operation launched under the auspices of NATO. This was the SFOR 
mission. All these steps were appreciated by foreign partners, including the 
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most important player – the United States. The years 2000 and 2001 brought 
more reforms and more positive statements from foreign partners (Kmec et al. 
2005). As a result, at the NATO summit in Prague in 2002, Slovakia was one 
of the seven countries invited to join NATO in a second round of enlargement. 
(The other invited states were Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania 
and Slovenia.) With the outbreak of the Iraqi crisis in early 2003, Slovakia 
had to defer to the UN Security Council’s decision and it eventually deployed 
75 Slovak soldiers. Although this mission’s official mandate was only for the 
Kuwait area, it had the option to enter Iraq in the event of the latter’s use (or 
reasonably suspected use) of weapons of mass destruction.

The final major period begins in 2006 and has been focused on Slova‑
kia’s membership of NATO and the EU. In early 2006, the Slovak army was 
professionalised under Act No. 346/2005 on the State Service of Professional 
Soldiers in the Slovak Army. The main goals of the statute were the gradual 
elimination of compulsory military service and the full professionalisation of the 
army by the beginning of 2006. A more significant change came after the 2006 
elections when Robert Fico took charge of the government. Fico held power 
for more than a decade, with only a brief interruption when Iveta Radičová 
became prime minister. Radičová made changes to the country’s security and 
defence policy in response to the emerging financial crisis and concerns about 
the level of national defence funding. Under her watch, a process of strategic 
defence evaluation was also begun. Its findings included the need to bring the 
state’s financial framework into line with Slovakia’s political ambitions and 
essential military reforms. During his next two terms in office, Fico developed 
a security policy based around the crisis in Ukraine, the migration crisis and 
Slovakia’s position on the EU “core.” It remains an open question how all this 
will affect the country’s future security policy. Political protests in the spring 
of 2018 brought an end to Fico’s reign, with Peter Pellegrini replacing him as 
prime minister. To date, however, this change has not significantly influenced 
Slovak foreign and security policies. Instead, the country has maintained its 
ambivalence about many important security questions.

 
The Republic of Poland

Historically Poland’s security policy was shaped by a distrust of European allies 
after the country’s invasion in 1939 and betrayal in Yalta in 1945. These events 
caused Polish leaders to focus on finding trustworthy partners and ensuring 
the country’s own reliability. The more recent development of Polish security 
policy can be divided into four main eras.

The first of these periods (1990–1999) corresponded with with the years of 
integration into the North Atlantic Alliance. During this time, domestic political 
developments were largely influenced by Lech Wałęsa, the president elected in 
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1990. Wałęsa managed to restore stabilility after the first free elections in 1991 
when a struggle erupted among various parties and politicians in the Sejm, the 
lower house of Polish parliament. After the 1993 elections, the political leaders’ 
attention turned to Western organisations, particularly the European Com‑
munities and NATO, along with the development of relations with Germany 
(Nowakowski - Protasowicki 2008). At the same time, Poland continued to 
intensify its relations and ties with the United States.

The second period (1999–2004) began with Poland’s integration into NATO 
and was dominated by preparations for accession to the European Union. 
These years confirmed the country’s pro‑Western orientation. The integration 
process and negotiations were completed in 2004 when Poland joined the EU. 
In addition, Poland made efforts to prove its strategic significance as a Central 
European state to NATO. Polish leaders expressed strong support for the United 
States especially after the 9/11 terrorist attack, endorsing both operation Endur‑
ing Freedom in Afghanistan in 2002 and the American invasion of Iraq in 2003. 
In this way, Poland became one of the main proponents of US policy in Europe 
(Longhurst – Zaborowski 2007). Many authors have identified this alliance 
with the US as the third pillar of Polish national security alongside the coun‑
try’s partnerships with NATO and the EU. On this view, none of these pillars is 
most important, and they all have equal significance. On the other hand, it is 
true that support for the development of a European defence structure lagged 
significantly behind during these years.

The third key period (2004–2013) was organised around Poland’s responses 
to major events, including its EU accession, the conflicts in Afghanistan and 
Iraq and other international crises. At the same time, Poland was required to 
respond to activities under the Common Security and Defence Policy. In this 
regard, Poland supported the development of the EU’s own capacities while 
simultaneously maintaining its alliance with the US, which remained its main 
partner. Since the establishment of the ESDP in around 2000 (i.e. during the 
integration period), Poland had consistently refused to develop the policy, which 
it believed was being advanced at the expense of the European security and 
defence identity (ESDI) strategy (Pomorska 2011).3 In 2009, the Polish army 
completed its transformation as part of the required adaptations for NATO and 
EU membership. Compulsory military service was eliminated and a professional 
army introduced. A turning point in the country’s stance on ESDP came with 
the resolution of major differences about the nature of its operations. Also 
significant was the weakening of the US‑Polish partnership after the failure to 

3	 The ESDI policy promoted a stronger alignment with NATO than had been foreseen under the original 
ESDP proposal. The goal was to ensure the European Union’s security and defence. This discrepancy 
was eventually resolved in the Strategic Partnership Agreement on Crisis Management (known as Berlin 
Plus) concluded between the EU and NATO. That agreement established a mechanism enabling the EU 
to access NATO logistical and planning resources including intelligence.
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establish an anti‑missile defence system in Central Europe (a situation that was 
also due to Russian pressure). Moreover, there were claims that any interest 
promoted within NATO would always remain subject to the decisions of major 
actors. As such, Poland began to recognise the EU’s defence capabilities as a vi‑
able alternative for projecting its own power.

The last important period begins in 2013 and has focused particularly on 
the risk of the situation in Ukraine escalating into a large‑scale armed conflict 
which could potentially affect Poland. At the same time, Poland has sought 
out the position of leader of the V4 group. Overall, this period has, thus, been 
marked by three key themes: Polish fears of a major military conflict in Ukraine; 
the consolidation of Poland’s relations with the US as a potential protector (de‑
fender) (Machnikowski 2015) and the country’s efforts to establish itself as the 
leader of Central Europe and ultimately also the EU. This post-2013 era has seen 
a growing awareness in Poland of the country’s strength and dominance at least 
in the Central European region and its impact on decision‑making in the EU. 
As we have seen, towards the end of the previous period, the role of the US was 
weakened while the position of the EU was strengthened. Subsequent elections 
resulted, however, in a new government under the leadership of Beata Szydło 
and the latter was replaced in December 2017 by Mateusz Morawiecki, a strong 
nationalist. Combined with the resurgence of fears of Russian expansionism 
in the context of the Ukrainian crisis, this nationalism has seen a renewed 
emphasis on the importance of the US (NATO) for Poland’s defence.4

Hungary 5

Back in May/June 1989, Hungary signalled a new course for its foreign policy 
when it opened up its borders with Austria so that thousands of East Germans 
could access the West. Hungary was also one of the initiators of the plan to dis‑
solve the Warsaw Pact (Asmus 2002: 219). The evolution of its security policy 
can be divided into three discrete periods.

The first of these eras (1990–1999) was dominated by the NATO integra‑
tion process and Hungary’s own efforts to work out a strategic position. This 
period saw a number of essential reforms to the organisation of state defence. 
Hungary was the first of the Central European states to unequivocally confirm 
its pro‑West orientation not only in declarations but also in changes to domes‑

4	 There are several practical examples of this shift. These include Poland’s support for a deployment of 
NATO forces (and especially US troops) to protect the Eastern border, the establishment of a NATO 
Counter Intelligence Center of Excellence (CI COE) in Krakow and the operation of the Multinational 
Corps Northeast (MNC‑NE) in Szczecin and NATO units in Bydgoszcz. (We could point to many more 
examples of the NATO‑US military presence in Poland in 2018). All this points to the greater importance 
of NATO/the US for Poland than for the other V4 countries.

5	 This text refers to “Hungary,” which is the official state name under the currently valid Constitution of 
April 2011. This replaces the former name “Hungarian Republic.”
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tic policy. The first free elections were held in March/April 1990 and the first 
post‑Communist government, which held office from 1990 to 1994, declared 
NATO integration to be a priority. After the collapse of the USSR, the three 
Central European states agreed to take a common stance on security, and in 
1992, their leaders Václav Havel, Lech Walesa and József Antall met in Prague. 
Hungary was assured that the ethnic Hungarian minority issue (see below) and 
its proposed solution would not obstruct the first phase of NATO integration 
(Almási – Kádár 2005: 262).

The following period (1999–2010) was one of EU accession negotiations 
and ultimately EU integration. Hungary sought to achieve a strategic balance 
between the EU and NATO in its internal and external security; at the same 
time, it applied strategic thinking to the collective defence. While some Cen‑
tral European states had managed to become NATO members less than eight 
years after the fall of the USSR and the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, there 
remained the problem of instability in the Balkans. Hungary was one the main 
proponents of further NATO enlargement, having found itself in the position of 
a NATO island in Central and Eastern Europe after 2004 (Nagy – Kovács 2006). 
As the question of relations among the EU, NATO and the US came to the fore, 
Hungary tried to find an appropriate position within this triad. In this context, 
it accepted the strategic benefits of its geopolitical position to both the EU and 
NATO while noting the advantages that the country gained from its membership 
and location when it came to external threats that might affect domestic secu‑
rity. Around this time, there were other developments: Hungary became aware 
of several options for implementing an effective policy on the ethnic Hungar‑
ian minority residing within other states. Moreover, the emerging concept of 
ESDP reinforced the state’s interest in an effective EU defence policy that might 
also draw on NATO’s capabilities. Accompanying EU accession, the year 2004 
brought several changes to Hungarian security and defence policy including 
the end of compulsory military service and introduction of a professional army 
(or troops on contract). These adaptations resulted from Hungary’s obligation 
to ensure the interoperability of its army and its suitability for remote regional 
operations, special missions and deployment in joint operations and missions 
within both the EU and NATO. However, like other V4 countries, Hungary also 
saw a decline in defence spending (Nagy – Kovács 2006).6 This trend continues 
within the V4 to the present day, with Poland being the only exception.

The final key period begins in 2010 and has been a time of strategic decision
‑making for Hungary between the EU (ESDP/CSDP) and NATO. At the same 
time, Hungary has established a new path with implications that go beyond the 
reform of foreign and security policy and the army; it is seeking a new position 
in East–West relations. Recent years have been dominated by the new approach 

6	 In 2004/2005, this spending dropped to 1.5/1.4% of GDP. In contrast, it stood at 1.8% of GDP in 2001.



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 14 (2018) 2 33

to foreign policy and security of Viktor Orbán. This approach has four main 
priorities: expanding Hungary’s foreign policy to address more of the world; 
a greater focus on the Eastern Partnership; adoption of new strategic documents 
(Balogh 2013: 1) and attempts to secure a new position on the East–West axis. 
These plans have also found expression in the state’s security policy. Statements 
made by Orbán during the 2014 Ukraine crisis suggested a change in foreign 
policy, especially concerning East–West relations.7 Hungarian political repre‑
sentatives began to promote a redefined concept of Euro‑Asianism that clearly 
named the Russian Federation as a partner especially in the area of trade and 
energy security (Naxera 2017). The latest steps by Hungarian representatives 
have triggered a disagreement between Budapest and Brussels and suggest 
a new stance to Moscow conflicting with the position of most EU members 
(Haines 2014; Johnson 2014).8 In this regard, Hungary has taken a completely 
different position on the crisis in Ukraine and sanctioning of Russia. Moreover, 
it has departed significantly from the EU given deepening trade links between 
Hungary and Russia, the questionable support of factions of the Hungarian 
government for some Russian actions and Hungary’s attacks on foreign NGOs. 
These actions by Hungary differ from those of its partners in Central Europe 
(especially Poland) and indicate that Hungary is partly influenced by Russia. 
The Hungarian public has tended to be ambivalent about the country’s posi‑
tion in East–West affairs. In this context, Orbán’s pro‑Russia policy may be 
understood as a kind of “pendulum diplomacy” based on cold calculation of 
the economic and perhaps also social benefits of connnections with Russia. As 
a result, relations with the EU and NATO (USA) have come under strain and 
trust has declined.

Common security challenges for the V4 countries

The security policy of the V4 countries developed in a space that had once been 
a territorial barrier between empires and later served the same purpose between 
ideological blocs. By the end of the 20th century, this area had changed signifi‑
cantly and new boundaries had arisen as NATO and the EU expanded into the 
former Eastern bloc states. A pro‑West position predominated in these countries 
for reasons that were first and foremost economic but also ideological, cultural 
and social. Combined with a programme of gradual development, this pro‑West 
stance stimulated changes in the security environment (Dančák et al. 2011). 

7	 This shift had already been signalled by Orbán in the inauguration speech after his re‑election in May 
2014. That speech had emphasised the need to ensure the recognition of dual citizenship as well as 
collective rights and autonomy for the Hungarian minority in Trans‑Carpathian Ukraine. The area is 
home to about 150,000 ethnic Hungarians (Orbánov minister zahládza 2014)

8	 It should nevertheless be acknowledged that Hungary has so far abided by the sanctions imposed by 
the EU against Russia.
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Arguably, the contemporary security environment in the V4 countries remains 
very similar. At present, all these states base their foreign and security policy 
on NATO’s strategic plans. They view NATO as the main guarantor of their se‑
curity and operate in a context of security‑related cooperation between NATO 
and the EU. At the same time, deeper anti‑European tendencies have endured 
especially in Poland and Hungary. And despite their assurances to the contrary, 
even Slovakia and the Czech Republic do not always contribute to stabilising 
the V4 region or its pro‑European orientation.

Current V4 security policy rests on cooperation with NATO and the EU as 
well as on the pro‑Euro‑Atlantic positions that states maintain regardless of 
the differing postures of politicians from individual countries. A comparison of 
security threats across the states also reveals significant similarities. Moreover, 
there are strong correlations with the updated European security strategy and 
the strategic concept adopted by NATO in 2010. Still, some minor discrepancies 
may be observed within both the regional and domestic security environments. 
Based on the above analysis of security policy development, we may also note 
a number of key security challenges that will determine the course of the security 
and foreign policy of the V4 countries and influence their cooperation. These 
challenges include decreasing defence spending, the crisis in Ukraine, attitudes 
to the EU (in response to the migration crisis, the building of the EU core and 
other issues) and finally, the growing influence of nationalism and extremism 
in all the states in question.

Concerns about shrinking defence budgets are not unique to the states of 
Central and South‑East Europe. Nevertheless, given the global financial crisis 
(which cannot, however, be seen as the sole triggering event) and the current 
context of relative stability and no direct military conflict, the V4 states besides 
Poland have come under pressure to reduce their defence spending, and thus, 
shirk their obligations as NATO members to allocate 2% of GDP to defence. 
These states have tended to behave like freeloaders, relying excessively on oth‑
ers to foot their “bill” (Ušiak - Ivančík 2014) and, thus, becoming “consumers” 
of security. The second major challenge relates to the ongoing crisis in Ukraine, 
which has led to a turning point in the cooperation among the Central European 
states (Hendrych et al. 2017). At present, there continues to be no consensus 
among these countries about the origins and nature of the conflict, and, thus, 
the role of the Russian Federation. As such, the attitudes of individual state 
representatives are often ambiguous. Thirdly, as regards EU policies and instru‑
ments, there appear to be several areas of friction including the migration crisis 
and the role of the EU core. These two problems have been driving the move for 
greater EU integration in the areas of security and defence. The potential disen‑
gagement of one or several V4 countries might endanger cooperation within the 
V4. The final challenge, and one that goes beyond the V4 countries, concerns 
the growing popularity of extremism (Bienczyk – Missala et al. 2017) and na‑
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tionalist programmes and their transition into political life. These tendencies 
could put pressure on any kind of transnational cooperation, including the V4. 
On the other hand, they may reinforce the V4 cooperation as an alternative to 
higher‑level integration. In the next section, I consider some of the opportuni‑
ties for further cooperation that these challenges have produced.

The analysis and comparison in this study have made clear that the security 
and foreign policies of the V4 countries have been based on – and continue to 
reflect – their dependency on great empires or powers. These powers clearly have 
their own strategic interests. Putting aside the shared values and ideas of the V4, 
much of their current cooperation is the result of their geographical proximity 
and active participation in two international organisations – NATO and the EU.
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