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Migration Policy of the V4 in the Context 
of Migration Crisis
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Abstract: The migration crisis opened up new themes on the basis of the Visegrad 
Group, which has become the subject of negotiations. Reaction at the EU level showed 
no/coherence clusters and no/ability to share common positions in negotiations in the 
EU institutions. There has been a tendency to represent the Central European region 
as a unit with common interests and needs. The text analyzes 1) the migration policy 
of the Visegrad Group as a regional organization within the EU and 2) the separate 
negotiations of the V4 member states at the time of the migration crisis. Our basic as‑
sumption for the analysis is the assertion that the Visegrad Group has made it easier 
for Member States to formulate common positions and objectives in migration policy 
at a time of migration crisis.
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The Visegrad Group was formed as a grouping of the states of Central Europe, 
the primary goal of which was to return to Europe and enter into the European 
Union and NATO. In 2004, when this primary goal and the significance of co‑
operation between the four countries of the region was fulfilled, the question 
arose concerning whether there was a relevant reason for this group, founded 
under the Visegrad Declaration, to continue on in its activities. Entrance into 
the EU, however, opened up a number of new topics that have strengthened 
V4-based cooperation. These topics were political and economic, but also dealt 
with culture and foreign policy. In 2015, the platform for shared discussion 
expanded to include a new topic: migration policy implemented within the 
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EU and among V4 members; this also dealt with countries that are situated on 
migration routes (countries of the Western Balkans, Syria, Iraq, or countries 
on the African continent).

The migration crisis pointed out the in/coherency of the group and the in/
ability to share mutual stances in negotiations within EU institutions. There 
appeared a tendency to represent the region of Central Europe as a unit that 
has shared interests and needs. On the contrary, it is also necessary to point 
out individual and specific aspects that the migration crisis revealed. This spe‑
cifically concerns the separate steps of the political elites who, led by varying 
motives, implemented their own policy independent of the V4. The migration 
crisis revealed a weakness in the V4’s operation that had been the subject of 
criticism of the group’s operation since it was founded – its informal character. 
The group functions on a voluntary basis and the willingness to negotiate and 
share mutual interests.

When studying the operation of the V4 in the context of the migration crisis, 
it is therefore necessary to follow it on two levels. The first is the V4’s policy as 
a regional organization that compounds the interests of the four countries and 
reacts to EU policy (in this chapter, this concerns dealing with the migration 
crisis). The second level is represented by individual V4 members – The Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia.

The following text will analyze the activities of the V4 in the period of the 
migration crisis, i.e. in the period starting at the end of 2014 until the end of 
2016 (and partially overlapping into 2017) in the context of EU activities. Special 
attention will be paid to the difference between activities in terms of individual 
states. The Visegrad Group will be presented as a unifying entity in which mem‑
ber states make use of shared interests stemming from their geographical loca‑
tion and cultural proximity in order to more easily promote their interests on an 
EU level. The primary goal of the text is to analyze the operation of the V4 as an 
organization that unifies the interests of its four member states. Its preliminary 
assumption is the hypothesis that the V4 has made negotiations easier between 
the V4 and the EU in the time of the migration crisis (in the given time frame) 
and has helped these states to clearly formulate shared stances and goals in 
terms of European migration policy. As a final consequence, the operation of 
the V4 in the period of the migration crisis has helped its members emphasize 
specific needs and point to the significance of the countries in the region.

The following text will be divided into three main chapters. The first will ex‑
plore V4 policy (shared standpoints, conclusions, and resolutions) in the area 
of migration policy and its operation on the EU level. The second will analyze 
the policy of the four V4 members in the field of migration with special consid‑
eration to the specific characters relating to each given state. The final chapter 
will analyze how the shared interests of the V4 members have been reflected 
in relation to the EU.
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Migration crisis, European Union, and the Visegrad Group

Discussion on the issue of the migration crisis began at the end of 2014 and 
beginning of 2015 as migrants primarily from Africa and Syria began to arrive 
to EU space with heightened frequency. A large number of migrants died en 
route across the Mediterranean and the European Council labeled the situation 
tragic (European Council statement 2015). The EU’s first reaction was a very 
careful one; in addition to cooperation with the countries of origin, this dealt 
with relocation programs based on the voluntariness and willingness of the 
member states to cooperate.1 Several exceptions aside, it was not possible to 
observe a strong reaction on the part of the member states. This specifically in‑
volved Greece and Italy, as these two states were exposed to the largest pressure 
by migrants. V4 countries expressed their condolences for the victims but did 
not develop any greater activity. The EU launched a more active policy in May 
2015 by declaring the European Agenda on Migration (European Commission 
2015), which introduced and referred to the shared responsibility and solidar‑
ity between members states of the EU. In the spirit of solidarity, it defined the 
number of migrants that were to be relocated from Italy and Greece to the other 
member states of the EU. This was not a voluntary engagement in dealing with 
the migrant crisis but an effort to involve all member states into a mandatory 
relocation mechanism.

These changes in the activities of the EU evoked a reaction from V4 countries, 
which triggered a more active approach to this issue in June 2015. The first 
mention of migration is included in the Program of the Czech V4 Presidency 
(2015/2016), which speaks of the necessity to find a shared stance on 1) the 
Agenda on Migration and 2) European legislation on migration (Visegrad Group 
2015). At the same time, criticism of European migration policy appeared in 
the declaration of the heads of government of the V4 countries. These countries 
interpreted the Agenda on Migration as insufficient, as it did not deal with the 
problem of transit countries, primarily the states of the Western Balkans. Here 
it is possible to observe a strong solidarity stemming from long‑term interest 
and partnership with the countries in the region. In addition, V4 countries 
did not agree with the system of mandatory redistribution of asylum seekers 
according to set quotas (Visegrad Group 2015a). The V4’s mutual declaration 
pointed to the fact that each state should have the opportunity to decide on the 
number of migrants in its territory.

In the interest of preserving state sovereignty, the group of member states 
(including V4 countries) led a debate on the implementation of the quota system 
into practice. The discussion took place primarily in the summer months of 2015. 
The primary topic of the negotiations was the refusal to redistribute 40,000 mi‑

1	 For more, see European Council meeting on migratory pressures in the Mediterranean (23. 4. 2015).
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grants from Italy and Greece. All members of the V4 refused the quota system; 
Hungary implemented the most radical solution to the migration crisis (see 
below) as it had become the third most overloaded country of the EU in terms 
of the number of migrants on its territory. From June to August, we can observe 
individual activities of V4 countries that corresponded to a shared standpoint; 
these states, however, used these activities for their own “unique” solution to 
the situation. In other words, with the onset of incoming migrants to Europe, 
V4 countries began more and more to veer toward their own individual activities, 
via which they intended to defend the interests of their states. The disagreement 
with the quota system functioned as a binding element in negotiations with the 
EU. V4 states acted as a unit defending a mutual standpoint that represented 
the shared interests of the Visegrad Group’s countries. V4 negotiations made it 
easier to find mutual standpoints, although on a practical level it is evident that 
each of the states selected a different strategy to deal with the migration crisis.

On the V4 level, the migration crisis was openly dealt with at a special summit 
in September, 2015. There were two reasons for convening these joint negotia‑
tions: 1) the number of migrants that entered the EU illegally over the course 
of 2015 had reached 1.83 million migrants, while only a total number of 1.25 
million migrants had applied for asylum in EU space (European Parliamentary 
Research Service Blog 2016); 2) the need to react to the “second legislation pack‑
age” presented by the EU. New European legislation included Hungary among 
the states that needed to relocate migrants from their territory. In addition, the 
legislation tightened conditions for refusing relocation rules (Council of the EU 
2015). V4 states were interested in coordinating a mutual standpoint in order to 
negotiate in a unified manner in the EU (Orbán 2016). The primary goal of the 
meeting was therefore an effort to find a mutual standpoint on the migration 
crisis that would be presented during EU negotiations. After the summit, three 
primary conclusions clearly stemmed from the final declarations of the heads 
of government of the V4 states. V4 states 1) respect European legislation in the 
area of migration and asylum policy; 2) V4 states criticize the EU for its inad‑
equate implementation of measures leading to the elimination of the number 
of migrants in Europe (in terms of country of origin and transit); 3) V4 states 
accept the principle of solidarity only in regard to the specific nature of each 
state and therefore refuse the mandatory quota system created within the EU.2 

Over the course of these summer months, a strong grouping of countries in 
Central Europe that had long refused to accept the system of mandatory quotas 
formed in the EU. Negotiations on a V4 level served as a unifying platform that 
helped to clearly formulate an opinion. The EU was divided into two proverbial 
camps – countries supporting the system (namely Western European countries) 

2	 For the whole final declaration: Government of the Czech Republic (2015): Mutual declaration of the 
heads of government of the Visegrad Group states.
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and countries that were against it (primarily countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe, i.e. the V4, Baltic States, and Spain). EU representatives and politi‑
cians from member states openly criticized the standpoints and policy of the 
V4 countries. Refusing quotas for dividing up refugees at an EU level was linked 
to the discussion on changes in the Schengen system. The incongruousness 
between member states also pointed to weaknesses in integration as such, as 
an effort appeared within EU member states to give preference to their own 
state interests over EU‑wide interests. The rhetoric of individual V4 politicians 
did not vary significantly. The rhetoric of V4 countries considerably intensified 
after the acceptance of migration quotas and the declaration made by Chancellor 
Merkel that Germany would not accept the Dublin system in the case of asylum 
seekers from Syria3. For example, Hungarian Prime Minister Orbán openly 
accused the European Commission, saying that it had: “… in the past ten years 
implemented left‑wing policy allowing free entry into European space. The EU 
has failed to deal with the situation, the problem is the EU, which is not able 
to protect itself” (Traynor 2015). Czech President Miloš Zeman made similar 
comments on EU policy (Security magazine 2015).

Negotiations on the quota system at an EU level continued on in October 
and November 2015. Consensus had still not been reached at an extraordinary 
summit of EU ministers of interior (September 14, 2015). All the ministers 
representing the V4 refused the system suggested by the EU and followed the 
mutual stance that arose from the extraordinary V4 summit (see above). The 
final form of refugee quotas was approved at an EU level on September 21, 2015. 
Three of the four V4 countries did not agree with the proposal – the Czech Re‑
public, Hungary, and Slovakia. Poland accepted the system and did not follow 
the unified stance agreed upon by the V4 group. Poland’s agreement with the 
quota system clearly points to the informal nature of the arrangements, which 
were based on joint meetings. Polish Prime Minister E. Kopacz referred to 
solidarity with the EU and the necessity to perceive decision making on a Eu‑
ropean level as a commitment for a member country. In regard to the change in 
political representation in Poland after elections in the autumn of 2015, Polish 
rhetoric returned to its dismissive stance and also to the opinion platform of 
the V4 (see below for more on Poland’s position on accepted quotas). Slovakia 
together with Hungary openly refused the system approved by the Council of the 
EU and linked their negative stance to a complaint submitted to the European 
Court of Justice (see below). The Czech Republic also refused the quota system, 
but did not join in with such a “radical” solution as its V4 partners. The primary 
argument was the Czech Republic’s fear of losing its position in the EU (ČSSD 

3	 Germany decided to accept asylum requests from Syrian refugees although it was clear that it was not 
the first country in the Schengen Area that these migrants had come through. Germany renounced 
the so‑called Dublin II rule, according to which refugees should be returned to the country where they 
had first been registered (for more see Dernbach, 2015)
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2015). Poland also refused to join in the complaint, but supported one in 2017 
before the European Court of Justice (Institut pro politiku 2017).

At subsequent EU meetings (sessions of the European Council or the Coun‑
cil of the EU), V4 states each time appeared as a unit and represented mutual 
standpoints in the field of migration policy. At the same time, it should be 
mentioned that the issue of migrants, countries of origin, and the protection 
of external borders became a common part of negotiations of V4 countries at 
all levels (e.g. at the V4 and Korea summit in December 2015; in January 2016 
at a meeting with representatives from Slovenia, Serbia, and Macedonia, etc.). 
Hungary entered the forefront of the discussion as the state most affected by 
the migration crisis and one to which other V4 countries were willing to provide 
security aid.4 

Two summits took place in the beginning of 2016. The January and February 
summit showed that V4 states are interested in the operation of the Schengen 
Area and are willing to follow steps proposed by the EU. The representatives of 
four countries agreed with measures implemented and planned by the EU, e.g. 
the establishment of European border and coast guards and implementation 
of a joint EU – Turkey action plan. They also openly backed countries of the 
Western Balkans, to which they promised to provide aid in handling the massive 
wave of migration. The relocation mechanism, which continued to be refused 
by all members of the V4 (Government of the Czech Republic 2016), remained 
an exception. The summit that took place in February 2016 was also the second 
extraordinary V4 summit focused on dealing with the migration crisis and was 
a reminder of the 25th anniversary of the foundation of the Visegrad Group. V4 
negotiations showed that the relationship between the EU and V4 in relation 
to the migration crisis had calmed; openly negative rhetoric came individually 
from respective V4 member states.

Discord between the EU and V4 states arose again at the end of April and 
beginning of May 2016. The European Commission repeatedly opened discus‑
sion on revising asylum policy in its report Towards a Reform of the Common 
European Asylum System and Enhancing Legal Avenues to Europe (European 
Commission 2016). Among other things, the new law assumed that the use of 
relocation mechanisms would become common practice and not an extraordi‑
nary solution in the time of the migration crisis. This modified European strategy 
was reflected in the Slovak EU presidency (June‑December 2016). During its 
presidency, Slovakia suggested an alternative system of flexible solidarity with 
which the V4 countries agreed (see below). In addition, they agreed on the need 
for cooperation with states on external EU borders and support in renewing 
the Schengen system. At the end of 2016, a meeting of V4 interior ministers 

4	 They promised 50 police officers from each V4 member state. Poland sent five specially equipped vehicles 
to Hungary (Joint statement of the Visegrad Group Countries 2015).
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took place that summarized stances on the migration crisis shared among 
the states. The states once again agreed that the mandatory relocation mecha‑
nisms or ad hoc solutions are not effective, they do not prevent the entrance 
of migrants into Europe, and they are dividing EU member states into camps. 
The primary change suggested by the V4 was the foundation of the Migration 
Crisis Response Mechanism (MCRM), the primary goal of which is to create an 
information sharing platform; states can voice their needs and coordinate joint 
activities linked to migration. The mechanism is open to all EU member states 
that express interest (Visegrad Group 2016). MCMR’s clear ambition is to en‑
sure cooperation between states in the field of migration. On the other hand, 
it is more of an informal forum that doubles EU activities. In light of the fact 
that it is a separate project of V4 states, we can expect the mechanism can to 
be used only in a limited manner by a regional group and will not have a more 
significant impact on dealing with the migration crisis in a Europe‑wide context.

In general, it can be said that V4 countries in the period of 2014/2015–2016 
persevered in their negative position toward mandatory quotas. They agreed 
with the individual efforts by the EU to reform migration and asylum policy, 
but they criticized it for inconsistency in implementing the law in practice. The 
resistant stance on mandatory quotas is evident also statistically, as 12 migrants 
had come to the Czech Republic by mid-2017; 16 came to Slovakia, while Poland 
and Hungary had none.

Member states of the Visegrad Group and the migration crisis

The following subchapters will deal with the individual activities of the four 
V4 member states.5 In regard to the abovementioned, it is obvious that states 
are able to come to an agreement in fundamental matters and present a shared 
standpoint. On the other hand, however, it is necessary to take into considera‑
tion the informal nature of the Visegrad Group. All decisions presented by the 
V4 are not legally binding. Therefore, individual states can implement individual 
state policy. At the time of the migration crisis, significant differences appeared, 
primarily in the tools they used to confront the wave of migration.

Hungary

Hungary is an ethnically homogenous country (92% of its population are Hun‑
garian) (Population census 2011); Romas and Germans form considerable mi‑
norities. A continual growth of the number of foreign migrants can be observed 

5	 In terms of time and content, the ambition of this chapter is not to analyze in detail the development 
of migration and asylum policy of V4 countries. Therefore, the subchapters study the current state of 
migration and asylum policy at the end of 2014 and beginning of 2015 with regard to membership in 
the EU and subsequently point out un/preparedness to engage in a solution to the crisis on an EU level.
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in Hungary since its entry into the EU. Geographically, migrants settle in the 
central part of the country and around its capital city; in the southern part of 
the country, they settle on the border with Serbia and in the northeast on the 
border with Romania and Ukraine (Kokaisl, 2014: 238–251). The homogenous 
character of society did not force Hungary to create its own strategy or concept of 
migration policy. The basis of its migration policy was to respect free movement 
within the EU, to support the immigration of Hungarians living in neighbor‑
ing states, and a careful approach to migrants from third countries outside the 
EU zone. In 2011, a new naturalization law granting Hungarian citizenship 
to migrants who can prove their Hungarian origins was adopted. A result of 
the acceptance of this law was a massive growth in the number of requests for 
acquiring Hungarian citizenship. In 2010, it was “only” 6,086 applications; in 
2011-2012 it was 230,000 (Euroskop 2012).

Due to the large number of asylum seekers, Hungary was placed on the list of 
countries that, similarly to Greece or Malta, arrested illegal migrants. In 2012, 
a wave of demonstrations for strengthening the rights of asylum seekers took 
place (the main reservation included e.g. guaranteeing the right to medical care, 
the right to learn Hungarian, and the need to create rules for the integration of 
migrants into Hungarian society). The result of public pressure was the accept‑
ance of a new law on asylum, which became valid in 2013 (AIDA, 2013). The 
newly adopted law was criticized, as it established a rule for detaining migrants 
without any detailed specification, i.e. it provided space for a wide interpreta‑
tion of the reasons for detainment.

In regard to the rather passive approach to asylum and integration policy, 
it can be said that Hungary before the migration crisis was not prepared in 
terms of its infrastructure or even legislation for the influx of a large number 
of migrants. For instance, according to the Helsinki Committee, the state of 
buildings meant to house migrants was critical and the local conditions did not 
conform to human dignity (Hungarian Helsinki Committee 2013). This clearly 
led to the problems that Hungary faced before and during the migration crisis.

In 2015, in the context of the migration crisis, Hungary was one of the larg‑
est opponents of the mandatory quota system for the redistribution of migrants 
even before its negotiation on an EU level (in May 2015). Prime Minister Orbán 
dubbed the plan “mad and unfair” (Euractive 2015d). In Hungary, refusal of 
European law and resistance to the influx of migrants was strongly linked to 
nationalistic rhetoric supported by government policy. First, the government 
issued a controversial questionnaire linking migration with terrorism and ac‑
cusing European policy of supporting the influx of refugees (ibid). The party in 
government FIDEZS published (June 2015) a plan for the effective protection of 
state borders linked to the construction of a border fence (Euractive 2015a). The 
fence was built on the Serbian‑Hungarian border at a length of 175 kilometers. 
An anti‑migration media campaign also took place in the country, the goal of 
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which was to discourage asylum seekers.6 Prime Minister Orbán made efforts 
to change Hungarian legislation that would not allow the acceptance of the 
mandatory quota system in the country. In order to legalize the change, he first 
chose to hold a referendum. However, registered voter participation was low and 
therefore, despite its positive result, the referendum was only of a recommenda‑
tory nature (National referendum 2016). The refusal of mandatory quotas was 
and still is a government priority and after the failure of the referendum, the 
government suggested accepting constitutional amendments. In order to adopt 
a constitutional amendment in Hungary, it is necessary to possess a 2/3 majority 
of votes in the legislative body, i.e. the one chamber parliament. Nonetheless, the 
ruling party FIDEZS did not possess a sufficient amount of deputies during the 
election period of 2014–2018 and was not successful in elections in gaining the 
support of the two remaining deputies for a necessary majority (Reuters 2016). 
A draft constitutional amendment was therefore not accepted. From a long‑term 
perspective, Hungarian politics has refused to deal with the migration crisis 
on European territory and has given preference to implementing projects in 
countries of origin or on migration routes. One of its priorities is to support the 
construction of hot spots beyond the external borders of the EU. After elections 
in April 2018, the governing party FIDEZS gained a constitutional majority and 
what amendments will be accepted in the future remains a question.

Hungary selected controversial tools for dealing with the migration crisis 
also because it was facing the largest number of migrants in terms of V4 coun‑
tries and the whole EU (in terms of its population). The primary reason for 
this strong flow of migration was Hungary’s location on the primary migration 
route leading from the Western Balkans through Hungary to Western Europe 
(primarily do Germany). Hungary was not able to handle the large number of 
migrants administratively or logistically. In September 2015, the media showed 
food being divided up in migrant camps by being thrown into the crowd. Reg‑
istration of refugees and dealing with their situation on the spot also proved to 
be problematic. The controversial construction of a fence was “accompanied” 
by the use of the army, which was allowed to use rubber projectiles or tear gas 
against the migrants. The primary argument made by the government justifying 
this stance toward migrants was the effort to protect the Hungarian population 
and Hungarian borders (Virtue – Kegl 2015). After Germany withdrew from the 
Dublin system for refugees from Syria, special trains were for migrants headed 
to Western Europe were sent from Hungary, regardless of the fact that these 
refugees did not have the proper papers. Prime Minister Orbán accused Germany 
of accelerating the wave of migration to Europe (Euractive 2016c).

6	 In Hungary, billboards were hung that read, for example: “If you come to Hungary, you cannot take away 
Hungarians’ jobs” or “If you come to Hungary, you have to respect our culture!” (Kolár 2016).
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The tough stance against relocation mechanisms remained intact, and Hun‑
gary has therefore not accepted any refugees according to the established man‑
datory quotas. Together with Slovakia, Hungary sees the quotas as a tool that 
endangers their state sovereignty and has joined in the complaint submitted 
against the decision to instate a mandatory relocation mechanism. Proceed‑
ings on the failure to fulfill obligations stemming from European legislation 
commenced in 2017 with Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia (Denková 
2017). The V4 states continued to insist on the ineffectiveness of the relocation 
mechanisms that will (or will not) help to solve the situation in Italy and Greece. 
However, in September 2017, the European Court of Justice (ECJ) issued a deci‑
sion of refusal of the submitted complaint, based on which all member states 
and thus Hungary and Poland, must act in agreement with the decision of the 
Council of the EU.7 There is a danger that proceedings will be brought against 
Hungary before the Court of Justice of the EU.

Czech Republic

From a long‑term standpoint, the Czech Republic is an ethnically homogenous 
state. The majority of foreigners are geographically concentrated in Prague, the 
Moravian‑Silesian Region, and the Carlsbad Region (ČSÚ 2016). The Czech 
Republic launched a more active policy regarding migrants in connection with 
its entrance into the EU. At the time of the migration crisis, the Czech Republic 
was neither a target country nor a high‑priority transit country in the EU. The 
Czech Ministry of the Interior has pointed out the fact that the wave of migration 
has sidestepped the country (Ministry of the Interior 2016). Despite this fact, 
activities can be observed in the Czech Republic that the state used to defend 
itself against a large wave of migration. The Czech Republic refuses the system 
of relocation quotas. According to government rhetoric, relocation is only pos‑
sible based on the voluntary decision of each state. An example of such activity 
was a project from 2015, when the Czech Republic adopted a plan to relocate 
15 Syrian families from Jordan to the Czech Republic.8 The plan, however, was 
implemented in 2016, when 89 persons were relocated to the Czech Republic.9 
In light of the failure of the project10 (it was terminated in April 2016)11 and the 

7	 For more information on the submitted complaint concerning invalidity and the declaration of the Court 
of Justice of the EU, see the case law of the Court of Justice, available at: http://curia.europa.eu/juris/
documents.jsf?num=C-643/15.

8	 Implementation of the project was covered by the Generace 21charity fund.
9	 The project revealed the unwillingness of the majority of refugees to integrate and their attempts to 

reach neighboring Germany. The project was terminated after four weeks (Ministry of the Interior 2016).
10	 The Office of the Government of the Czech Republic (2016): Minutes from the sitting of the Commission 

for the Rights of Foreigners (19 April 2016).
11	 For more on the activities of the Generace 21 charity fund, available at: http://www.gen21.cz/vyrocni

‑zprava-2015-a-2016/.
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general fact that the Czech Republic is not a target destination for migrants, the 
Czech government holds a negative stance toward relocation, including volun‑
tary relocation. The country does not view relocation as a tool for dealing with 
the crisis, as migrants can leave to their country of choice due to open borders 
(Institut pro politiku a společnost 2015).

The Czech Republic has supported the Slovak proposal of flexible solidarity; 
nonetheless, in practice it gives preference to financial or technical support in 
regions migrants are arriving from, engagement in special EU agencies, and 
focusing on transit countries of the Western Balkans, which are traditional 
partners. In the period of the migration crisis, the Czech Republic sent several 
contingents of police officers to overburdened areas in the region, e.g. two 
contingents to Hungary, five to Macedonia, one to Greece, three to Slovenia, 
and one to Bulgaria.12 

The migration crisis is not directly linked to the Czech Republic; however, 
this issue has been an area that has shaped political debate and public opinion. 
Primarily Eurosceptic and anti‑migration parties have launched a strong cam‑
paign addressing the public. This campaign was also reflected in elections to 
local governments in the autumn of 2016. This included actions by the Dawn 
Movement, the Block against Islam founded by Martin Konvička, or the Free‑
dom and Direct Democracy movement, which is linked to T. Okamura (Kolár 
2016). Czech society has a highly sensitive view of the issue of migrants and 
links the topic with the threat of terrorist attacks. Society has reacted to official 
government policy, which has interpreted migrants as a potential security threat. 
This primarily includes statements linked to former finance minister Andrej 
Babiš, who took a stance against governing politics, requested for an end to the 
Schengen system, and expressed wishes to support the Slovak and Hungarian 
complaint, or the statement made by Czech Interior Minister Milan Chovanec, 
who also linked migrants to security threats (ČT 2016). Anti‑Muslim and popu‑
list rhetoric has also come from President Zeman (The Guardian 19. 4. 2016). 
All asylum seekers are very strictly monitored and only a small number of them 
meet Czech rules. This is one of the main reasons that the first four refugees 
were accepted in April 2016 based on mandatory quotas (iRozhlas 2016). By 
the end of 2017, the Czech Republic had accepted 12 refugees. According to 
a government declaration, the country would not accept subsequent refugees 
according to the quota system (Zachová 2018).

The resistant position of the Czech Republic against the quota system lasted 
over the course of 2016 and 2017. Minister of Interior Chovanec spoke of thor‑
oughly vetting migrants that came to the Czech Republic without the proper 
documents that would otherwise guarantee their clean record. The autumn 

12	 The Police of the Czech Republic (2016): Information service: The second contingent on its way to 
Hungary, cf. Police of the Czech Republic (2016a): Information service: Police are headed for Bulgaria.
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pre‑election period (2017) was marked by lingering and heated anti‑migration 
rhetoric presented primarily in the radical statements made by Tomio Oka‑
mura’s Freedom and Direct Democracy party (SPD).13 After the elections, the 
state’s position on EU migration policy remained unchanged. Prime Minister 
Babiš has refused to accept the idea that the country would not be able to decide 
on the specific migrants that would be relocated from Italy and Greece. The 
government has pointed to the large sums it invested into third world countries 
in the form of developmental aid. Financial aid is interpreted as a tool used to 
limit the number of potential migrants in source and transit countries. Refusal 
to fulfill set migrant quotas has led the EC to initiate proceedings with the 
Czech Republic on the failure to fulfill obligations stemming from European 
law (proceedings have also been initiated with Hungary and Poland) (Ministry 
of Interior, Czech Republic 2018). The country is currently (as of March 2018) 
in danger of sanctions from the EU for failing to fulfill quotas (ČTK 2018) and 
the initiation of proceedings with the ECJ.

Poland

Poland is one of the most homogeneous societies in the EU (Cienski 2015). In 
addition, the majority of Polish society is strongly Catholic; two thirds of its 
population are actively religious. In the time of the migration crisis, Poland 
joined the group of states that refused the division of migrants according to 
mandatory quotas. Prime Minister Kopacz agreed with accepting migrants, but 
only based on the capacities that each state determines. The basic criterion for 
accepting migrants in Poland is the religious profile that corresponds to the 
majority of society. For these reasons, the prime minister gave preference to 
accepting Christians from Syria (Euractive 2015b).

Poland agreed with V4 partners on not accepting refugee quotas. However, at 
negotiations in September 2015, it supported the system recommended by the 
EU. This change in Poland’s position can be interpreted in terms of the domes‑
tic political situation. The government cabinet led by the Civic Platform, which 
implemented Prime Minister Ewa Kopacz’s policy, expressed its agreement with 
the European proposal. Kopacz was nominated to her post after the former 
Prime Minister Donald Tusk was elected president of the European Council. The 
Civic Platform, which both politicians represented, belongs to a group of pro
‑European or Euro‑optimist parties. Also, close ties between Tusk and Kopacz are 
evident. Kopacz found herself under pressure that was three‑fold – first by the 
EU, second by Polish society, and third by the V4. The change in Kopacz’s stance 
can be demonstrated in examples of her speeches. In the beginning of September, 

13	 Radical rhetoric found a response from the electorate, as SPD became the fourth strongest party in the 
Chamber of Deputies.
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Kopacz declared: “Solutions not taking into account the given country’s abili‑
ties may prove completely counterproductive. That is why we are against any 
automatic quotas, but we are willing to talk about the scale of our engagement 
on voluntary terms” (Radio Poland 2015). Subsequently, on September 4 at a V4 
summit, Kopacz agreed with the plan to reject the quota system. On September 
12, she stated: “permanent binding quotas would go against the EU spirit of 
compromise” (Independent 2015). In roughly mid‑September, a gradual change 
in her rhetoric can be observed: “We will show solidarity with those people 
who are fleeing harm’s way or death” (Scally 2015). Finally, she agreed with the 
mandatory quota system and the dominant governing Civic Platform Party also 
committed to building ten refugee centers (Deutsche Welle 2015).

The shift from a shared stance among V4 countries did not last long. Change 
came in Poland very quickly. After elections in October 2015, the opposition 
conservative‑social and Euro‑skeptic party Law and Justice took power. The 
party gained more than 37% of votes and created a one‑color cabinet (Kolár 
2016). The new Prime Minister Beata Szydło launched a dismissive and popu‑
list policy in which she refused to accept refugees, stating that “thousands of 
migrants […] come here only to improve their living conditions.” Primarily 
after the terrorist attacks in Paris (November 2015), she stated that “among 
these migrants there are also terrorists.” Radical statements against migrants 
are also linked to the Chairman of the Party Jaroslaw Kaczyński, who accused 
refugees of “bringing in all kinds of parasites, which are not dangerous in their 
own countries, but which could prove dangerous for the local populations in 
Europe” (Szczerbiak 2015).

After the Law and Justice Party took power, Poland’s rhetoric on quotas 
returned to the opinion platform of the V4, i.e. the refusal of mandatory quo‑
tas. This was joined by strong populism. Poland even retroactively supported 
the complaint submitted by Slovakia against the system of mandatory quotas 
(Poland became an intervener in the proceedings).14 Poland’s resistance is 
evidenced in the fact that, until the present (March 2018), it has not accepted 
a single refugee according to the relocation mechanism (Independent 2017). 
The European Commission is leading proceedings with Poland on the failure 
to fulfill its obligation stemming from European law.

Slovakia

Contrary to its V4 partners, Slovakia has had experience with significant minori‑
ties (primarily Hungarians and Romas). Its rules for establishing and granting 
asylum status are very strict. Legislation even after the country’s entry into 

14	 The decision of the Council of the EU on relocation mechanisms was supported in proceedings by 
Belgium, Germany, Greece, France, Italy, Luxembourg, and Sweden.
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the EU has not changed considerably and harmonization with EU migration 
and asylum policy has still not been completed. The goal of Slovak integration 
policy for foreign nationals is to create a homogenous society with one shared 
Slovak culture. Despite the fact that Slovakia was not a target or transit country 
during the migration crisis, we can observe very strict rhetoric refusing foreign‑
ers on Slovak territory. The government of Robert Fico refused the acceptance 
of migrants of Islamic faith in the effort to “prevent the creation of a unified 
Muslim community in the country” (EuroZprávy.cz 2016). The Slovak govern‑
ment linked the argument against the quota system with fears of an influx of 
individuals from the Arab world.

According to the adopted quota system, Slovakia was to accept a total of 802 
migrants from Greece and Italy. Slovak Prime Minister Fico long used harsh 
rhetoric against European plans to relocate migrants. He dubbed the quota sys‑
tem “dictation” on the part of the EU that violates state sovereignty. At the end 
of September 2015, the Slovak government accepted and submitted a complaint 
against the redistribution of refugees among EU member states and directed 
the complaint toward the European Court of Justice (Office of the Government 
of the Slovak Republic 2015). Hungary also joined the complaint (see above).

Slovakia (similarly to the Czech Republic) prefers relocation on a voluntary 
basis, which is linked to the possibility of selecting individual asylum seek‑
ers. Religious profile is a condition for the acceptance of migrants to Slovakia. 
Therefore, the first voluntary relocation program was supported by the Catholic 
non‑profit organization Pokoj a dobro. In December 2015, the first group of 
Syrian Christian (149 individuals) travelled from Iraq to Slovakia. A portion 
of the migrants, however, proceeded to return home.15 The integration process 
has confronted a number of problems and cannot be considered successful 
(Sulovská 2016). Anti‑Islamic rhetoric increased after events in Germany on 
New Year’s Eve of 2015. Prime Minister Fico refused the idea of a multicultural 
Europe, as the influx of migrants increases the threat of terrorism or violence 
that took place in Germany at the end of 2015 (EuroZprávy 2016).

Slovakia’s rhetoric against the EU became more moderate at the time of 
its presidency in the Council of the EU. As one of the primary opponents of 
the mandatory quota system, Slovakia suggested its own tool for dealing with 
the migration crisis that could be used to replace the present system. The plan 
arose during Slovakia’s EU presidency in the second half of 2016. One of the 
priorities was sustainable EU migration and asylum policy (Programme of the 
Slovak Presidency 2016) and the subsequent adoption of an “effective solidarity” 
document16, the primary goal of which is to remove arguments within the EU 

15	 The primary reason for this return home is the fear of foreign culture and the inability to adapt to 
a foreign environment, especially among the elderly.

16	 The original plan spoke of flexible solidarity.
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over the quota system and propose a model that would be acceptable throughout 
EU member states. The plan stemmed from a three‑pillar structure, the basis of 
which was in identifying the gravity of the situation. The document speaks of 
normal, worsening, and grave circumstances. None of the situations was linked 
to the need to use mandatory quotas. The basis upon which the mechanism 
would operate was the provision of aid that the state had at its disposal, e.g. 
financial or technical aid or the sharing of asylum seekers. Slovakia based this 
upon its own experience in which asylum seekers from Austria were accom‑
modated in Slovakia (Geist 2016). The Slovak proposal was not accepted by all 
states in the EU, e.g. Malta held the presidency in the Council of the EU after 
Slovakia and did not agree with the proposal. The final report of the European 
Council states that “effective enforcement of the principle of responsibility and 
solidarity remains our shared goal” (European Council 2016). The proposal of 
effective solidarity was supported based on the V4.

The Slovak example shows the willingness to relocate, but only based on 
the country’s own state decision. In addition, the willingness to cooperate with 
neighboring states that have a large number of migrants on their territory (see 
cooperation with Austria) is also evident. In 2017, a differing approach toward 
EU migration policy could be observed in Slovakia. As the only state of the V4, 
Slovakia decided to react to EU and European Commission pressure and stated 
the amount of migrants it was capable of accepting. This Slovak decision meant 
that the European Commission did not launch proceedings on failure to fulfill 
its obligation (Zachová 2017).

Conclusion

The issue of the migration crisis revived negotiations and the operation of the 
Visegrad Four regional group. The decision on mandatory relocation quotas 
issued by the EU strengthened the ties of these four Central European states. 
From a long‑term perspective, the issue of migration policy has not been one 
of the areas negotiated in a significant manner on the V4 platform. However, 
the mass influx of migrants to Europe gave rise to this topic, which has brought 
all four states of the V4 closer together. Despite the fact that the V4 platform 
is often interpreted as a non‑binding forum, the issue of migration has shown 
that the topics discussed and the mutual conclusions reached during joint V4 
meetings have helped to unify a shared opinion presented during negotiations 
on an EU level.

The migration crisis has shown two levels of dealing with issues of migration. 
The first is the level of the Visegrad Group. On this level, V4 states identified 
their shared interests and goals at the beginning of the crisis that stem from 
their geographical and cultural proximity. The ability to reach an agreement on 
a V4 level was clearly shown in the two extraordinary summits devoted to the 
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migration crisis and negotiations at the EU plenary, where this common and 
shared opinion was sustained. Poland’s vote to accept the system of mandatory 
quotas was an exception; in this case, the shared stance was not successfully 
maintained. At that time, the Polish political scene was influenced by its ties 
to the president of the European Council and also the pro‑European direction 
of the governing party.

The migration crisis also showed a second, state level, on which states at‑
tempt to implement their own policy. It is evident that the V4 countries do not 
have long‑term experience with a larger‑scale influx of migrants and that their 
migration and integration policies (i.e. integrating foreigners into society) 
are not ready for real use in practice. The acceptance of migrants is linked to 
the effort to remove all differences and create a homogenous society. A heavy 
emphasis in all four countries is placed on cultural and often religious symbols 
and state sovereignty. A sovereign state, according to the conclusions of the V4, 
has the right to its own definition of solidarity and establishment of rules for 
the acceptance (or rejection) of migrants or refugees. A common denominator 
in all four countries is populism, the linking of migrants and terrorism, and 
fears of Islam on both a level of state politics and society. On a governmental 
level, statements differ with regard to the structure of government and its stance 
on European integration. The most radical policy is linked to the Hungarian 
plan for dealing with the migration crisis, i.e. building a fence and utilization 
of the army. The strong position of Prime Minister Orbán and populist state‑
ments against Germany and the EU should also be mentioned. Hungary is also 
specific in terms of V4 states, as it is realistically afflicted by the migration crisis, 
which has revealed the unpreparedness of Hungarian migration and integration 
policy. On the contrary, Hungary’s partners – the Czech Republic, Poland, and 
Slovakia – were not forced to face an influx of migrants on their state borders. 
Despite this fact, their rhetoric is similar to that of Hungary. After the election 
victory of Law and Justice, there has been a special and evident shift in governing 
politics from a pro‑European direction, which was manifested in, for instance, 
the submission of a complaint against mandatory quotas to the European Court 
of Justice. The Slovak government supported the complaint and refused manda‑
tory quotas. Nonetheless, Slovakia presented itself more carefully in the period 
of the EU presidency and presented an alternative plan of flexible solidarity, 
which was shared ideologically on a V4 level. The last of the V4 countries, the 
Czech Republic, ideologically shares the conclusions of the V4 and its partners. 
However, the country has led a more careful policy toward the EU – the official 
statements of Prime Minster Sobotka, for instance, were not as radical as in the 
case of the other states studied in this paper. At the same time, it is necessary 
to follow the rhetoric of various ministers and the country’s president, who are 
similar to their partners in the V4. The year 2017 and the beginning of 2018 
have shown that V4 states are still resistant to mandatory quotas and refuse 



POLITICS IN CENTRAL EUROPE 14 (2018) 2 115

the newly proposed reform of EU asylum policy. The only exception is Slovakia, 
which is not in imminent danger of proceedings before the ECJ, as it agreed to 
list the number of refugees it is willing to accept in the future.

Although the states examined in this paper presented separate and mutually 
independent steps to dealing with the migration crisis, it was clearly shown 
that the V4 platform ideologically unified and supported the shared stances of 
the four countries in the Central European region. The migration crisis proved 
that the V4 is a realistic regional player that influences European policy and 
strengthens local interests. The topic of the migration crisis has intersected 
a number of areas in which V4 states have found shared interests (e.g. in the 
area of foreign policy toward countries of the Western Balkans, the protection 
of external borders, cooperation with EU agencies, etc.). Therefore, it is pos‑
sible to confirm the hypothesis established in the introduction that claimed 
that the V4 helped states to defend their interests on an EU level during the 
period in question. At the same time, the strength of state sovereignty should 
not be overlooked (e.g. the case of Poland), as it continues to persevere and 
significantly shape the functioning of the V4.

In relation to European integration and the EU, it is evident that V4 states 
have created a special grouping that has caused them to be interpreted by West‑
ern European states and EU institutions as problematic actors. Failure to respect 
migration quotas led the European Commission to launch proceedings before 
the European Court of Justice. In relation to cooperation within the V4, each 
state has proven to be using its own method of negotiating with the EU in the 
effort to prevent proceedings from the European Court of Justice.
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