4, CZECH-GERMAN RELATIONS
IN THE EUROPEAN UNION'

VosTecH BELLING

The accession to the European Union brought a substantial, albeit
rather gradual change to Czech-German relations. On the one hand,
European political topics started to significantly seep in to bilateral
relations, influencing and forming them; on the other hand, bilateral
issues influenced the formation of the framework for cooperation on
European topics. This intertwining is a logical result of the fact that
European politics itself comprise not only issues of supranational gov-

ernance but also of national politics and, last but not least, also bilateral

relations between EU states. Since the beginning of the integration
rnmental element in the EU

process, the traditionally strong intergove
decision-making process (even in the areas of the former commu-
nity pillar) significantly influenced mutual relations among Member

States. Even in the pre-crisis era, significant tendencies to strengthen
the elements of “cooperative federalism” (in which states played a key
role as the units of supranational federal decision-making) started to
appear. Due to the economic and financial crisis the significance of
intergovernmental model of making decisions about new instruments
of European governance has increased (see Curtin 2014; Belling 2014
Menéndez 2014). All this created preconditions leading to the fact that
the bilateral aspects of issues with a European dimension gradually
started to overshadow traditional “purely” bilateral relations between
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European states. As we will show in thi
in this chapter, this
influenced Czech-German relations. P i process has also

4 Czech-German relations in the EU
in years 2004-2009

As stated, the Czech entry into the EU was the beginning of a ial
trans.formation of Czech-German relations. Until that qum Crucﬁl
relat%ons of both states, both on the level of diplomacy and olit?ntl, t 3
media reflection of mutual relations, were strongly inﬂuenfed blcja e
of the. past. Although official political representatives tried to i
these issues as”“resolved” by the Czech-German Declaration thep rﬁseftlt
:‘f’ ;cileisne t }Il)eaz:cg iszues freglilarly appeared on the pages of the’z prefs Z:u;
enda of political meetings. A i inati

this era wis an intensely followed examginatioiagil‘[cliacrofllflcl)?nlgatlofnt}cl)f
sc;-lcalleilt }l?ene}él I;ecrees” with EU/European Community pr?r,1:iple§
of law. ough the German federal

sised that this topic did not concern tﬁzvf:?errl;?goirzzfe(ﬂz encllpha_
only alegal issue, the process of examination opened many old vo V\(;as
aHﬂ(;W:};/er, ‘;?e .filnal assessment prepared for the EuropeanYComV:r?;?io;

e official position of the Commissi i

cor}c.lusion of the phase, after which t}ilissssllcl): orfegll‘:%e;[:g 1; Symmc)lhc
ﬁtr?}tllvelf);diseli};pealred from the “living” cases of Czech—Germ:Iir;:lsitiZ
at the official level. The development

testifies t.o this fact: while in 20(1)34 and ;(f)ggﬁci: ?fiﬁgijzi?;ntst als'lc;
thoug‘;‘}'lt it was necessary to comment - in its formal policy statzrrln:;{cs
\—Nzlsldlii;lei rellste':d to th'e end and to the consequences of the Second
Dedaratigi :n de»lct orlily in forr.n of a reference to the Czech-German
R ooetion an o }tl e re§o.1ut10n from the Chamber of Deputies of
 lieme Gon the validity of the Bene§ Decrees (Government of
the governm’entor‘r,lzrci:enéir;ti;gf tt}}ll: fC 111{ 20'05)’ e e

. ollowing years did not contain thi

topic at all (Handl 2006: 52). From the beginning, the E eation
of Czech-German bilateral relations (for r%lo s oneont, soo Ba.
zin 2006: 134ff) represented also a trilnsforn;itci)cl;lnt lilrllswcr}ol?cclffltl’es;ir]i;

-77 -



bilateral agenda, often influenced by the past, took a back seat in the
mutual political communication (no matter how these issues contin-
ued to resonate in the society at large and in national politics). After
the accession of the CR to the EU, European affairs became the main
issue of bilateral relations between both countries (Handl 2008: 163).
However, the “historical” topics did not cease to influence the relations
of both countries in European affairs and, as we will see later, made
themselves felt from time to time.
At the very beginning, it is necessary to define several levels which
can be distinguished when talking about EU-related Czech-German
relations. First, there are rather sectoral topics of mutual political re-
lations connected to the specific issues debated in the EU institutions
representing the Member States, which means in particular the Coun-
cil and the European Council. At this level, there have existed (and still
exist) both topics with a strong potential for mutual cooperation as well
as topics that rather complicated bilateral relations. Second, there are
more general issues regarding the overall position of a country on the
future of European integration, which, on the one hand, seemingly lack
a Czech-German element but on the other hand, because of the inten-
sity of the different positions, traditionally introduced complications
into Czech-German political relations. Third, we can also mention the
projection of historical bilateral relations and stereotypes onto current
issues of European politics, which also influenced the mutual coopera-
tion of these states. We will deal with all these aspects in the following

text of this section.

411 Czechs and Germans in the sectoral policies of EU:
on the path to pragmatic cooperation

Itis surely unnecessary to remind readers that European politics is by its
nature influenced by its division into various sectoral policies, which in
turn also determines the way European policy issues are projected onto
mutual inter-state relations. While there are traditionally only a few
institutions exclusively responsible for issues related to most interna-
tional organisations at the national level (the key role in this respect is
standardly played by a ministry of foreign affairs), which also hold the
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reins to bilateral negotiations with other states related to the affairs of
the§e organisations, the situation is totally different in the case of th
national EU policy. Sectoral division of the Council naturally led i
only to the de-concentration of European affairs, putting therri’ into ?l?
hands. of various governmental institutions, but also led to a situati X
in Whl'Ch issues of bilateral relations were in fact taken away from t(;lI;
exclusive competence of the ministries of foreign affairs and entrusted
to these other diverse governmental institutions, at least until the issu
exce‘eded a certain level of political sensitivity. This also logicall causzs
the intensity and also the quality of mutual relations to becorr}:e mo :
diver.se in the different sectors, depending both on the importance ref
the ng‘en issue for the national interests, and on the willingness of tl?e
administration and management of the given authority to establish and
maintain relations with other states. '

Indi.sputably, it can be generally stated that Germany, as well as the
countries of the Visegrad Four (further referred to as ’the V4), have
been traditionally perceived by Czech governments as the ke a;tner
in European politics. While the main motivation in case pr the VZ
countries has been territorial proximity, shared historical experienc
and‘ ‘Ehe shared experience of EU newcomers with similar ef:)onomis
positions, in the case of Germany this role has been based - historical
and ?ultural influences notwithstanding - particularly on strong eco-
nomic ties. Czech de facto dependence on the German econon% has
begn often used by key political actors as well as political comment}';tor
to justify the need for closer ties with Germany. However, their a ealS
have not always materialised. It can be stated that the lev,el of intzlr)lsit;
of any ?ooperation has traditionally depended on objective factors de-
termining concrete positions in individual sectoral agendas rather than
on general strategic political deliberation.

The cooperation between the Czech and German governments and
‘Fhelr common opposition against capping Common Agriculture Pol-
icy (CAP) payments for large farms can serve as an example here. Th
‘s‘truc:c’ure of agricultural production in the Czech Republic an(.i ch
new German federal states (also due to the heritage of collectivisa-
tion) still significantly differs from that of the rest of Europe (see Bun-
desverband Deutscher Landwirte 2006; Sahrbacher et. al. 2010). For
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a long time, this has made the CR and Germany natural allies, without
any strategic top-down political pressure. However, this is the only case
of strong bilateral cooperation in issues of EU agriculture policy. For
example, in the sensitive case of sugar quotas, the Czech and German
governments took totally opposite views: Prague demanded liberalisa-
tion, whereas Berlin (together with Paris), with the aim to protect the
south German sugar giants, supported maintaining the rigid regula-
tions. Similarly, in the case of reform of the CAP, the Czech govern-
ment was from the beginning an ally of the north European countries
enforcing a gradual decrease of the subsidies, whereas Germany and
its strong agricultural lobby, represented in the government especially
by the Christian Social Union (CSU), was rather cautious on this issue
(see the overview of the positions of countries in Hofreiter 2010: 525).
As regards the equalisation of CAP payments to farmers from the new
and old Member States, the Czech government - for obvious reasons -
also stood on the other side of the barricades.

These examples demonstrate that even in one single sectoral area,
we cannot speak uniformly about Czech-German relations, but rather
about differentiated relations depending on the topics which are dis-
cussed. This is a natural consequence of the fact that the bilateral co-
operation between the governments has never been an objective per
se and results rather from national interests related to a specific issue.
Another factor influencing the intensity of bilateral cooperation is the
number of countries sharing similar position. In the case of the cap-
ping of agricultural payments, only a few other governments (espe-
cially Denmark and the United Kingdom) held similar positions as
the CR and Germany, and this had a positive effect on the intensity of
Czech-German cooperation (because of the absence of other possible
allies). On the other hand, when the Czech and German governments
share a similar position with a number of other important actors, the
Czech-German bilateral relations are surely not the axis or the “motor”

of cooperation. This axis is usually represented either by a common
platform of all states of the given co alition or by its key actors, i.e. larger
Member States.

Even though the Czech and German positions overlapped in many
areas, it is definitely difficult to quantify the amount of such overlaps
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in th: re'lation to all @atters debated in the Council of EU (without
tmhef: 1l§)n1ilgoa;/1y ;peaﬁc source, Vladimir Handl (2011: 161) argues
at abou 0 of Czech-German governm tiom:
( ental position
ally compatible). However, such fication it tod tnforn.
' : 3 quantification is of limited inf
tional value; the qualitative ele i o
| § ment, which means the i
the given area for one of the states o e
ive and also the number of th i
the similarly compatible position, i i T the sarme st
position, is more important. If the i
; ! same atti-
gliec ;ls shzréd for examp'l(‘a by 10 or 15 states, the mutual overlap of the
thh -and German position does not play an important role in terms
0 ! ;1r tr}lllutual relations. On the other hand, if an interest is shared
:fufuai’ COZSZ .tW(E.state; (}(:r only by a few more), this relation and the
rdination of the strategic actions be i
come very important.
2I;Ifowever, ’Fhere have been only few of such areas (one of ti,lemlivas the
o;ementloned‘support of large agricultural enterprises).
- n man}i cruc1a}1 areas, the positions of the CR and Germany differed
or example, in the case of the most im islati :
. portant legislative proposal of
g;f,igi}:;; I}:erlof of 2004};2009, i.e. the draft directive on sIe)rviI?:es t}(l)e
e cut across the traditional supporters of the i :
pericing ine cut ac pporters of the internal mar-
generous welfare states striving to maintai i
protection in services and more liberal vt lower st i
' : countries with a low: d
for this protection. German s ot
' y, together with Sweden and oth
one side of the table, while the C e Mosaber
) zech Republic, other new Memb
. . ’ .
ggzt;cfesTeilﬁfn:he Unlée(:)(é Kingdom sat on the other side (Flower 2007lj
; erman 9: 49). There were also signifi i in
[ [ Lomernian 20054 re also significant differences in
: gy issues, especially in attitudes t d
ing the continent’s dependence i D e
on Russia, where Ger f
a rather moderate position relati : Tt o
elative to the Czech Republi
2009b: 147). One specific issue whi ey
! . e which negatively infl d
tion of Germany in the Czech R i  rotacted oot
epublic was the protracted ibiti
of the German labour mark ST —
et to Czech workers. Until 2011, G
: : , Germ
fﬁlehz: app}llled all voluntary transition periods; during this whole tiziley
zech government as well as other politi i :
‘ political actors critically com-
2:1;t§d otn tI}lllslapproach (Handl 2008: 172; Handl 2009b: 148)YH(())ran
» due to the low interest of the Czech lation i fing _
B oot oo e ; zech popu ation in working abroad,
oped into an issue of a soci ide i
1 ver d ociety-wide importance
at would significantly affect Czech-German bilateral relatfons and
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the perception of them. On the whole, this issue remained a rather

symbolic one.
It can be concluded that in sectoral policies, the Czech-German

relationship developed on fully pragmatic grounds, depending on the

interests of the states in the given field. The relations of both countries
| nature to the effect that their interest

did not have any exceptiona
in mutual cooperation would influence the identification of their na-
1d modify them. Nonetheless, the intensity

tional/state interests or wou
of the bilateral relations was in general relatively high, thanks to the
similarity of the interests in many sectoral issues and the economic

interconnectedness of both countries.

4.1.2 Institutional reform and the debate
on the future of the EU

In sectoral policies, bilateral relations between the Czech and German
governments were based on positions determined to a large extent by
objective factors (i.e. the major role in the determination of govern-
mental attitudes and the implementation of cooperative efforts were
played by the non-partisan bureaucracy). However, in case of the “big”
EU debates, i.e. the reforms of the primary law and the discussion on
the future of Europe, ideological differences on both sides dominated.
Here, the key role was played by political parties. Crucial topics which
became the main subject of interest included first the preparation of the
EU Constitutional Treaty (Treaty Establishing a Constitution for Eu-

rope) and subsequently — after its failure — the negotiation of its “light”
version represented by the Treaty of Lisbon. This era also includes the
dencies in the Council (in 2007 and 2009 re-

German and Czech Presi
spectively), which influenced top-level relations of both states as well.
Given the relative continuity of German politics vis-a-vis the EU
(after the formation of the Grand Coalition in 2006, the attitude of
ds the main topics of the EU politics has

the German cabinet towar
remained relatively constant), any changes in the relations between

the two states regarding “big” EU debates has resulted from changes
on the Czech political scene. The period of mutual closeness during
the era of Czech centre-left governments was replaced by a partial
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Eﬁll(l};zn 2(;)1026(,) (;Aghicélsjnlc_iled during the Czech Presidency of the Coun
a: 35). However, thi e )
differentiated. Although the cent:tillzgeg[:)evr:rlncixrslzrilnnzlggzbe further
gen erall?r more responsive attitudes both toward the dee 72006 had
YO(I; ean integration and more intense cooperation withp’fl'rlun(%} o
ge helt-acli government led by the Social Democratic Chancelloi Gerll;narl

: chrdder, there were also some limits to this cooperation i ad
in 1‘613'(1911 to the EU Constitutional Treaty negotiati  particularly
the official representative of the Czech governmint orllcirli- ]én Kohqut,
on the Future of Europe, who acted at the same time as t; onvention
ative of C?ech Social Democratic Party (Jan Zahradil frofnrfﬁrese'nj[—
512$?;;2t12 Plarty represented the Chamber of Deputies of the 2’;11;,::
made; it a pi:;'oe:ilt1 eCt from the Quad-Coalition represented the Senate)
e a likemindydo COC.>p.erate with smaller EU Member States, and’
e _C(?ahtlon of 19 states. Their main objective was
ppose the Weflkemng of the positions of small and medium-sized
gc()):.r;tlrgs in the .1nstitutioglal reform. For a similar reason thzn &)Szlzeh
the 1size Z?f}f;agc Party (CSSD) E‘IISO fought against the idea to reducce
presidency of th ‘gopean Commission and to establish a permanent
priorities gomine . ‘Cllropean Council (comp. Riha¢kova 2007: 6). These
B ronced the CZ ehgovernment action. At the same time, these topics
- — ec gOYernment from the positions of the German
By o0 et ent1 Whlch were, first, focused more widely (i.e. not
duce permaneniona .lzsues), and, second, supported the idea to intro-
in favour of bi eP;rCSI cney: to change the voting system in the Council
- derStandabiggthcounm-e-s and to reform the size of the Commission;
B s (comp Hz;dlezsg é};mtlons resu'lted from the interests of big Coun-,
- - S h. 164). Despite their failure to succeed with the
- t}}:e ‘ fes, t.e CSSD eventually clearly supported the final
- onst.1tu‘510nal'treaty (CSSD 2005). After all, the general
its position; suepg;ztrlto ?;:ttitfggecwas the main explicit motivation of

’ onstitutio
the very beginning, irrespective of the final sn}f:prl;rz?tt}}’l:r 3?);11?12:;02

it was
A seen per se as a step towards deepening integration

The i
R iip;gl(‘)aénfe of a series of centre-right governments in Prague
g ed to an expectation of change in the governmental
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attitudes to the debate on future of European integration. Even dur-
ing negotiations about the Constitutional Treaty, the Civic Democratic
Party made no secrets of its strongly critical position. Czech president
Véclav Klaus expressed his negative attitude towards deeper integration
many times, and he explicitly singled out Germany as the proponent
of this trend (Klaus 2007). However, the German government, aware
of the fundamental differences of opinions between the key Czech and
German political actors, strived to move closer towards the Czech Re-
public before and during Germany’s Presidency of the Council during
the first half of 2007. With respect to this, during the negotiations
surrounding the Berlin Declaration adopted on 25 March 2007, the
German government was largely forthcoming regarding the requests
of the Czech government (Euractiv 2007). In April 2007, Chancellor
Merkel invited the Czech President to a meeting at the castle of Mese-
berg, after which Vaclav Klaus took a more conciliatory stance on the
new EU Reform Treaty and agreed to no longer block its ratification
(Handl 2008: 165). This German effort was one of the main reasons
why the Czech government took a more moderate attitude towards EU
reform. In a document called “The Czech Republic’s Position on In-
stitutional Reform of the European Union” from April 2007 (Govern-
ment of the CR 2007a), the Czech government defined its principally
positive position on the ratification of the Reform Treaty. The fact that
the success of this treaty was considered as the prerequisite for further
EU enlargement also played an important role, since enlargement was
strongly supported by the Civic Democratic Party (Bene$ and Karlas
2008: 67). Another motivation was to resolve the “problem” of Treaty
revision before the beginning of Czech Presidency. But just as Czech
and German reasons for the support of the new treaty differed, sec-
ond-level priorities differed as well. While the Czech government sup-

ported in particular easier procedures of enlargement and the so-called

reverse flexibility principle (the possibility to re-nationalize EU com-

petences), and rejected any legally binding effect for the EU Charter
of Fundamental Rights as well as the symbolic elements of the con-
stitutional dimension of the Union, the German priority focused on
intensification of integration in the spirit of the previous Constitutional

Treaty.
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The effort to find a compromise concerning reform issues led to
a significantly more intensive contact between the Czech and Ger-
man government. However, this wasn’t a result of an endeavour to
improve Czech-German relations per se. Rather, it must be interpreted
as a natural consequence of the fact that a country holding the%resi—
dency has to intensify its relations with all EU governments. Two years
later, when the Czech government took the reins of the presidency on
1 January 2009, the situation changed. Logically, at this momentythe
Czech government had to put its own national interests aside :Fhis
again created an opportunity for closer cooperation with the Ge-rman
government, including on the topics which were previously marked b
a divergence of opinions. This was further facilitated by the fact tha}’:
the Reform Treaty (as the Treaty of Lisbon) had already been agreed on
and there were no emerging topics of major constitutional changes Ir;
the sphere of sectoral policies there were no sensitive topics where b;)th
parties would have significantly different positions. From the German
perspective it was crucial that the Czech government had decided to
ratify the Treaty of Lisbon, which was the output of a long-term effort
by Germany to reform the EU. In return the Chancellor assisted the
Czechs during their presidential term in participating in forums where
they would otherwise be unable to be successful (Handl 2010: 137)
Without a doubt, the Czech Presidency of the Council was an era. char:
acterised by the most intensive contact between the Czech and German
governments in modern history.

However, the end of the presidency brought a return to the old ways
As a consequence of the fall of the Czech government, it was impossible;
to .capitalise on the established personal relations on the level of the
Prime Minister and other members of the government. Conditioning

the ratification of the Treaty of Lisbon with further requirements b

Fhe Cz.ech President in October 2009 also did not contribute to th}e’
mtentslfication of the mutual relations. Regardless of its rather minor
pr.actlcal impact, the “opt-out” from the EU Charter of Fundamental
Rights negotiated for the Czech Republic (Belling 2012) was perceived
by the German press and political world with displeasure. As is well
known‘, the motive for its adoption was the concern that the Court
of Justice of the EU could legitimize the ownership claims of Sudeten
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Germans. The representatives of the Sudeten German homeland asso-

ciation took advantage of this situation to claim the CR had become

a “second class zone of human rights” (Posselt 2009). But this criticism

in turn became a breeding ground for the advocates of the mentioned
exemption, who earlier opened the topic of the expulsion of Germang

in connection with the Treaty of Lisbon and felt to be confirmed in
their fear (Handl 2008b: 145). Whether the use of the Sudeten German
issue was or wasn't just a tool for obtaining the opt-out, it helped to

revive the already forgotten ghosts of the past (Douglas 2012: 402ff).
Moreover, although the German actors in everyday EU politics were
able to distinguish between the rhetoric and the positions of the gov-
ernment on the one hand and those of the President on the other hand,
in the German media discourse both blended together and influenced
the overall picture of Czechs as the Eurosceptic allies of Great Britain
and Poland. Tt should be emphasized that in terms of the specific ac-
tions of the Czech government, there was only small justification for
such a picture; by no means did it exercise its right to veto in the EU
Council or the European Council any more often than other countries,
and did not obstruct important legislative proposals in any way. The
Euroscepticism rhetoric of Czech elites was addressed to the domestic
audience, while in the meetings of the Council of the EU and the Eu-
ropean Council, the government behaved rather moderately, keeping
a similar profile as other states.

4.2 Czech-German relations in the EU in 2010-2015

The development after 2009 was deeply marked by the economic and
financial crisis, which dominated all issues debated at the highest po-
litical levels of the European Union, and logically was reflected in the
EU-related bilateral relations of Member States. Due to the noticeable
shift to the extensive use of the intergovernmental method, the in-
ter-state negotiations before important meetings at the EU level be-
came much more important. The implementation of urgent measures
balancing on the edge and often crossing the line of the primary law of
the EU was possible only by the unanimous agreement of the Member
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States, as the Masters of the Treaty, in the Council of the European
Union. After all, some of the measures were adopted in the form of
international treaties beyond the scope of the EU law. Instead of the
standard procedures, where decision making is prepared in the work-
ing groups of the Council, in the Commission apparatus, and in the
political groupings of the European Parliament, traditional interna-
tional diplomacy came to the fore, in which the diplomatic staff of the
Member States took on the key role. The “new” framework of bilateral
relations also influenced the areas related to common sectoral issues in
which the influence of high politics was more apparent.

4.2.1 EU crisis management and Czech-German relations

The economic and financial crisis made various cleavages within the
European Union clearer than ever. The most apparent dividing line was
between members and non-members of the Eurozone, which placed
the Czech Republic and Germany on the opposite sides of the imagi-
nary wall. The needs of the Eurozone to deal with the acute problems
of its peripheral economies (and to prevent these problems in the fu-
ture) logically led to pressure to deepen integration among the Euro-
zone members. Many crisis measures were adopted only within the
Eurozone and were accordingly prepared in fora which were reserved
only for its members, such as the Euro group or the euro summit,
which gradually took shape as a semi-official body competing with the
European Council during 2011-2013. Another cleavage was between
the northern states, which emphasized budgetary discipline, austerity
measures and strict conditions of aid to sinking economies, and the
southern states, who called for fiscal expansion in the form of public
investment and massive support of the peripheral economies, and for
solidarity measures in the form of common bonds and instruments
for risk-sharing. In this constellation, Germany found its closest allies
in Netherlands, Finland and also Slovakia (during the time of Prime
Minister Radic¢ova).

The gradual deepening of the internal integration of the Eurozone
was reflected in the appearance of many instruments and coordination
mechanisms restricted only to the countries within it. Some of these
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instruments and mechanisms were based on international agreements
with only limited participation of the non-Eurozone members on the
negotiations. However, this does not mean that these situation side-
tracked bilateral relations between Germany and other EU states in the
coordination of the positions within the EU. Many important issues of
crisis management were still decided by the EU as the whole, either in
the Council or in the European Council. Moreover, while in the Euro-
zone Germany and its allies formed a clear minority, the majority of
non-Eurozone members sympathised with Germany rather than with
the European South. This was the case of Denmark, Sweden, Poland
and the Czech Republic, as well as the Baltic States (but not always of
the UK, calling for bail-in-instrument as a strong “bazooka’). After all,
the government which took office in Prague in 2010 explicitly stated
that it wanted to be in particular the “government of budgetary re-
sponsibility” and left nobody in the dark concerning its position in the
virtual clash between the European North and South.
From the very beginning, Germany tried to make use of the fact that
the non-Eurozone members showed a greater level of understanding
for Germany’s interests in the crisis measures and the reform of mone-
tary union than many Eurozone Member States did. This was also the
reason why the German federal government was rather reserved in its
position regarding rapid institutionalisation of the Eurozone decision
making fora, which was promoted in particular by Nicolas Sarkozy.
On the contrary, the federal government tried to enforce the majority
of measures within the whole EU and to use the European Council as
the main body to discuss and resolve key issues of crisis management.
The support from Copenhagen, Stockholm, Prague or Warsaw was
therefore very welcomed by Berlin. This also allowed to put aside many
unpleasant memories of the recent past, including the troubles during
the negotiation of the Treaty of Lisbon. Instead of the earlier tension
between the small and big countries or between the old and new EU
Member States, there emerged a tension between the southern and
northern wings of the Union which significantly neutralised previous
differences.
Of course, it has to be pointed out that from the point of view of the
German federal government, the central role in cooperation on major
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European topics was to be played by the big countries. It is not sur-
prising that with respect to the understandable philosophical dist
to Great Britain on one side and to Italy and Spain on the other a'Iilce
the coalition agreement between the CDU, the CSU and the FDP fS om
2909 only mentions cooperation with France and Poland expressis l;/oer:—l
bis (CDU, CSU, FDP 2009: 114). However, if we look at the specific
sitions of the German governmental coalition in 2009—201§ on mPO'
crucial topics of the future of the EU, we find rather convergence tﬁn ,
divergence with the Czech government’s attitudes of that tirie -
The s.upport of Member States’ in their role as the key acto;s in EU
integration and the corresponding emphasis on the role of the E
ropean Council is an obvious example. The older mantra of Cze:};
governments after 2004 saying that the main role in EU politics should
be played by the European Commission as a supposed “ally” of small
EU members was replaced by the conviction about the advantages of
1n'tergovernmental cooperation which would allow, in com z;griso
with jche demanding machinery of the proper EU legislative procesn
a flexible reaction to pressing needs. The German coalition treaIt) me .
tioned the need for “a closer debate of our Member States” as}; lo i
cal consequence of the intensification of integration (CDU, CSU. FI%II;
2009: 114). In a well-known speech at the College of Europ’e in B,ru e
from 2 November 2010, Chancellor Merkel introduced the concg i
of the so-called “Union Method” (“Unionsmethode”) as an inter op
ernr.nental alternative to the current Community Method which fftv_
all, in the strict sense ceased to exist with the end of the Eurc’) e:r:
Co‘mmunity in 2009 (Merkel 2010: 7). Although this concept waf not
universally adopted, even by the German governmental coalition itself
(Dyson 2015: 64), it illustrates very well the approach chosen by the
Chan.cellor regarding both the evolution of integration and theywa
s.olutlons to the crisis were managed. Her approach of received a osi}—’
tive response from the Czech side. Prime Minister Nedas himselfzven
explvlcrdy approved the concept of the Union Method in Merkel’s sense
(Nef:as 2012). The alliance with Germany was not a result of a strictl
Factlcal choice based upon a motivation to be responsive to the mos};
important economical ally. It was also the result of the political decisi
for a specific integration model. .
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The receptiveness to the concept of intergovernmental cooperation
and also to the content of the German crisis policy made the Czech
government a close ally. Although the Czech government did not have
to deal in detail with the assistance programmes for the countries af-
fected by the sovereign debt and banking crisis, for the Czech govern-
ment, the topic was important with respect to both the commitment
of future euro adoption and the impact of the Eurozone crisis on the
economies of other EU states. The commitment to adopt the euro cur-
rency in particular put the Czech government in a situation that was
totally different from that of the United Kingdom, even if the Tory
party, leading the British cabinet at that time, was a close partner of
the Czech Prime Minister’s Civic Democratic Party in the European
Conservatives and Reformists political group. Despite the fact that it
became a popular cliché to speak about the Czech-British tandem in
the political-media discourse, the potential role of such a “tandem” was
significantly smaller than was the widespread impression. While, to the

satisfaction of the EU’s South, the British government called for the
most generous assistance of the Eurozone to its peripheral economies
and the Prime Minister Cameron repeatedly asked Eurozone members
to create a real financial “bazooka’, the Czech government, aware of the
fact that sooner or later it would become a creditor, naturally took a di-
ametrically opposed position, closer to the one of Finland, Netherlands
and, of course, Germany. This difference was, however, based not only
on this calculation regarding the future euro accession, but also on the
different political attitude to the solution of the crisis, in which the Brit-
ish politics accentuated both massive financial aid to the crisis-facing
economies and expansionary monetary policy. On contrary, similarly
to its priorities at the national level, the Czech government promoted
strict austerity measures and strong conditionality of any financial as-
sistance in the EU.

The described approach made, as it was said, the Necas cabinet an
ally of the politics of Angela Merkel. Prague and Berlin held a common
line on the solution of sovereign debt. In the majority of controver-
sial issues and measures discussed at the ECOFIN and the European
Council, the Czech government stood up for the policy of Berlin. This
applied, for example, to the sensitive issue of private sector involvement
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il"l tl?e rescue programme for Greece (Government of the CR 2011b: 6)
Similarly, Prague explicitly supported Berlin on the refusal of the d -
of common eurobonds (Government of the CR 2011c: 9). The ov1 o
m.ent was also very sceptical about the discussed possib.ilit t%) me o
etize indirectly the stated debt by a massive acquisition ofy ('m_
bonds by the ECB (Government of the CR 2011c: 9) e
However, due to the fact that almost all these issues were discussed
mainly among the Eurozone members themselves, the Czech gov o
mient, ciislilt; its e:;plicitly expressed opinion, played a relativelfr mierrlg;
role as that of an observer rather than as an acti i i
Nevertheless, the Czech government also took : :iﬂ;};irsixgl‘:odgb?&
on toP1c§ which had been discussed in the whole EU. During th eim
2e.got1at1o”ns on revision of the Stability and Growth Pe;.ct (the zEo-ceall e?i’
Six-Pack and.the “Two-Pack”), Prague promoted a policy sup ortifl
t}'le strengthening of budgetary responsibility and EU fiscal SE erv'f—;
sion ar%d supported a maximal amount of automatic sanctions (wiI‘Zh ‘ch1
exception of the reverse majority voting principle, which was seen be
the Prague cabinet as controversial from the legal point of view) Thy
(?zech gqvernment and in particular its Prime Minister supporteci B ;
lin even in the effort to further tighten the budgetary surveillan Ifr_
yon.d t}Te framework of the Six-Pack and the Two-Pack. Whereasc';[ t}f_
beginning of 2011 the majority of EU states refused the French-Ge ¥
fnan.proposal of the Competitiveness Pact, with the document also f; -
ing fierce criticism from the European Parliament and European tr:§ -
unions, the Czech government, no matter how it criticised the idea oi'
common corporate taxation (which was part of the proposal), took
a more positive attitude to the whole idea of the Pact. Nedas ex ,licitl
supporte:d the plan to implement the measures mentioned in t}I:e ro}-’
posal using an intergovernmental way (Euroskop 2011). Initiall pthe
government also supported the concept of the Euro Plus Pact vz’hl h
Ivas eventually transformed into the idea of the Competitivene,ss Pacct
e;ter 1on. The mandate approved by Czech government in March 2011
Eoeatrhy stressed that the “CR underst[ood] the importance of the Pact
( Grovee; Ifuro an<fi ha[d] supported the idea from the very beginning.”
k. ment of the CR .2011a: 5). Prague (together with Stockholm
udapest and London) itself did not join the Pact, partially due t<;
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objections related to tax harmonisation, but most importantly because
the final document was agreed on by the Eurozone members, and the
other states had no possibility to influence the final version (Govern-
ment of the CR 2011a: 6). The Czech cabinet saw the Pact as a tool
for solving Eurozone problems and did not therefore see any urgent
necessity to join it. However, it continued to support it as a suitable
instrument for the Eurozone itself (Government of the CR 2011b: 18).
It was paradoxical that in Prague the strongly euro-enthusiastic Social
Democrat opposition criticised this lack of support as an anti-Euro-
pean act, while the stance of the European Socialist Party to this docu-
ment was more than critical, and, vice versa, the conservative coalition
decided not to join it even though the Pact was generally interpreted as
the victory of austerity-promoting EU members. The Czech domestic
media immediately started to speak about “jsolation” of Prague and
argued that the CR will end up on the “periphery” because the “Pact
members will start to meet in discussions excluding the remaining
four countries” (Houska 2011). Poland, for example, ultimately joined
the pact precisely because of the concern that it might lose a place at
the table in important meetings. But even during the negotiations of
the Pact, the Czech government was aware that the vaguely delimited
concept lacked the preconditions to become a base for strengthened in-
tegration of a closer group of states (see Government of the CR 2011d).
This was soon confirmed, and the document became nothing but an
empty sheet of paper.

The essentially positive attitude of the Prime Minister towards the
Euro Plus Pact corresponded with the conciliatory stance to the Ger-
man-French idea of the so-called “European Economic Government”
which was an alternative to the concept of Economic Governance pro-
moted by the Commission. Whereas the Czech Finance Minister heav-
ily criticised this idea (Kalousek 2011: 15), Prime Minister Necas was -
in spite of his initial reservations — more forthcoming and repeatedly
stressed at meetings with his EU counterparts that he preferred the
idea of Economic Government to the concept proposed by the Com-
mission. This was at the same time an expression of preference for
intergovernmental cooperation among capitals, with the dominant role
of the European Council. In March 2011, the government stated that in
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econon’%ic coordination of the EU “the vital role ... should be played b
the institutions of intergovernmental cooperation, acting basgd Zn thy
principle of political decision making, such as the European Coun 'le
and not by the institutions of an administrative nature® (Governmecrll‘;
of the CR 2011a: 10). By this statement the government de facto took
the side of the concept of Economic Government. e
In autumn 2011, after the increasingly apparent failure of the Euro
Plus Pact, France and Germany proposed a change to the primar
Jaw (based on the concept of the Economic Government) in Erder ty
adopt zjlutomatic sanctions for states failing to comply with bud etarO
disciPllne. Although these changes went far beyond the legislatfi;on o};
the S1?(—Pack and Two-Pack, the Czech government supported their
intent}on. With such a supportive position, the government was in
the minority during the negotiations before the December summit a
many other states took a positive view on the ideas of Paris and Berli S
(see e.g. Juncker 2011). Before the summit, the Czech Prime Minist .
explicitly acknowledged the French-German proposals (Ne&as 201 1e)r
Although the retrospective interpretation, frequent not only in the .
litical-media discourse, but also in some scholarly works SZ s thatI‘z}(:_
states .Of the Eurozone, led by Germany and France, de,cid)e,d to si r?
a special international agreement only after the United Kingdom aﬁd
Czech Republic had blocked the change of the primary law (%:om Le-
quesne 2016: 55; Curtin 2014: 19), the reality was substantially d%ffer-
ent. The change of the primary law was eventually blocked only by th
United Kingdom, which conditioned such revision by its own dzzlmznd(se
for c.hanges in the financial law; these changes were unacceptable i
p'art'lcular for France. At the December meeting of the Euro ealil Couln
cil, immediately after the failure of the proposal to revise fhe rima?-
!aw, the Eurozone members decided to start the preparation (ff ane .
mter.national agreement, the future Fiscal Compact. It was onl aftw
the finalisation of the draft agreement at the next European Coui,lcil 1erj
Ianuary 2013 that the Czech Prime Minister refused to make a political
g)rflmltn'lent to sign the text. While the reason for the absence of the
: n1te<i1 Kingdom was the principled opposition to the whole idea of the
act, the Czech government argued that the agreement was designated
only for the Eurozone and that its (non)ratification by a non-Eurozone
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member would not change anything (apart from that, the Czech cabi-
net had also partial objections to the content, especially to the principle
of reverse majority voting, creating a “yoting cartel” in the Council
from signatory parties, and the concept of a “Euro Council”). The gov-
ernment thus took a stance that was logically consistent with the one it
took in the case of the Euro Plus Pact: the Fiscal Compact is an instru-
ment useful for the Eurozone, but rather irrelevant for non-members,
as long as they do not share the common currency and the need for
a common economic and fiscal policy.

The fact that the Czech government did not join either the Euro
Plus Pact or the Fiscal Compact cannot be viewed as a proof that the
Czech cabinet was opposed to the efforts of the Eurozone to intensify
economic integration. The political debates and academic reflections
often overlook that the government clearly distinguished between the
actions appropriate for the Eurozone and the actions appropriate for
the EU as a whole. The Czech Prime Minister never questioned the
benefits of both Pacts for the countries of the monetary union. He
also clearly declared that the Eurozone needed deeper economic in-
tegration. He thus on the one hand supported adoption of specific
measures for this deepening, and on the other hand he did not agree
with Czech participation on such measures. As already noted, although
not willing to join them, the government insisted on the support of
both Pacts. What was perceived as an inconsistent attitude was in fact
a logical consequence of the fact that the Czech government accepted
the multi-speed integration as a natural evolution. Prague simply held
that not everything which was good for the currency union was nec-
essarily good also for the whole EU. In this regard, the positions of the
government were in full compliance with German politics for which
it was crucial to enforce the new fiscal coordination instruments on
the level of the Eurozone. And it was exactly in this objective that the
German position was explicitly supported by the Czech government
at all meetings.

The manifestation of the close coordination of Prague and Berlin on
the key issues discussed in the European Council was the formation of
an informal working and political level communication platform be-
tween the Czech Office of the Government and the German Chancel-

Jery. In the framework of this platform, regular bilateral videoconfer-
ences and teleconferences before all meetings of the European Council
and also regular working consultations in Prague and Berlin were held
While in Germany such an institutional-coordination framework Was.
not out of the ordinary, in the Czech environment it could be compared
only to the way the positions of the Visegrad group were coordinated.

4.2.2 EU budget negotiations in 2010-2013

Another example demonstrating the change in the position of the CR
which led to a strong convergence of Czech and German interests
was the negotiation of the “Multiannual Financial Framework for
2014-2020". The negotiations themselves took place 2010-2013. While
in previous years the Czech government stood clearly on the side of the
net beneficiaries from the European budget, and thus for a long time
promo'Fed its increase, now it took a significantly more cautious stance
taking into account the long-range likelihood to become a net contrib-,
utor in the future and also the effort to promote savings in Common
Agriculture Policy (CAP). Although remaining a member of the so-
called group of cohesion countries (a group of net beneficiaries), the
Czech Republic also entered a likeminded coalition of the so-c:illed
“friends of better spending” in January 2012, a group of countries pro-
moting larger savings in the budget.? Here, Prague found itself in the
company of Berlin, which cared a great deal for the presence of Czech
cabinet. In this group, there were quite different ideas about the areas
where cuts could be made. One part of members supported the pres-
ervation of a strong agricultural policy (France); another part called
for cuts in all areas (Netherlands, Sweden, and United Kingdom). The
Czech Republic preferred a decrease in agricultural expenditure; and
Rreservation of cohesion policy spending. This later position was quite
similar to the German one, which was much more moderate than the
radical stance of north-western “hawks” but at the same time, rather
cautious about the French insistence on a strong CAP. It can l;e even

Before the joining of the Czech Republic, the members of this group were Austria
Germany, Denmark, Sweden, France, the Netherlands and Great Britain. ,
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stated that, from the whole EU, Prague’s views on the future of the EU
budget were shared most closely with Berlin and Copenhagen. One
manifestation of the mutual close cooperation between Prague and
Berlin was the formation of the bilateral working group between the
German Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Office of the Government
of the Czech Republic in 2012 which consulted on a daily basis their
positions on many technical issues of the EU budget.

This convergence between Prague and Berlin was perceived ad-

versely by several “cohesion” countries, in particular by Poland which
positioned itself as an informal leader of the whole group of net ben-
eficiaries. The overly “pro-German” policy of the Czech cabinet was
therefore repeatedly criticised by Polish partners. This policy met with
criticism also on the domestic scene. It was no secret that the position
of the government was adopted on the basis of a proposal made by the
Finance Minister and the Prime Minister against the will of the Min-
istry of Regional Development and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Similarly, some media outlets, sometimes informed by officials from
“resisting” ministries, pointed out the alleged discrepancy between the
effort to preserve the highest possible expenses for the cohesion policy
and at the same time to reduce the expenses for other budgetary areas
(Euractiv 2012). The media also warned that the government, with its
tendency to support Germany, will eventually “also deprive the domes-
tic regions of the subsidies from Brussels” (Safatikova 2012). However,
if we take into the consideration the original budget proposal made by
the Commission and the positive impact of savings on the reduction
of Czech financial contributions, the final result of negotiations was
clearly positive for Prague. The partnership between Berlin and Prague
paid off: only thanks to the urgent German intervention to the Presi-
dent of the European Council, literally at the last minute, the money in
the Czech envelope was increased by several billion euros.

4.2.3 Sectoral affairs

While we can speak about significant warming of the Czech-German

relations regarding the key economic issues at the level of the European
Council in the first half of the decade, in the field of sectoral policies

- 96—

the approach determined by the interests specific for the given
continued to predominate. It has to be emphasised that Whilegthe C me-
Republic is careful to coordinate governmental policy internall Zecg
thus assure the adoption of common positions on all EU issues iny(i:n
many, the positions represented in the COREPER and the C01’1nci1 e
normally only prepared and adopted by the relevant ministry with;rli
being approved or even discussed by the cabinet. Occasionally, an issue
is so important that the Chancellery itself takes over the resp(;nsibili
for it, and it is considered a Chefsache, or an executive matter. For tht'y
reason,'it.happens quite often that the attitudes of the indiviciual Ge1lf
man ministries are not mutually compatible. Therefore, we can ofte
speak about the relation of the Czech government to one’ specific act .
in German politics rather than to the German cabinet as a whole Or(:r
example is the previously mentioned issue of the Multiannual F ine;ncia?
Framework, where the main allies of the Czech Republic were the fed
eral states (especially Bavaria and Saxony), which pressed the federai
government to support higher spending on cohesion policy, as well a
the Federal Ministry for Economics and Technology. The ézech ovs
ernment often received information from these partners about t%lei;
conﬂicts with the Federal Ministry of Finance and the Federal Foreign
Office. Another example is the EU Emission Trading System. In 201gZ
the Federal Minister of the Environment sent her European' counter,
part.s, including the Czech one, an urgent letter asking them to su or;
her in the Council of the EU on the so-called “set-aside” principle ﬁlpthe
system of emission allowances (which would exclude some Iczmission
all?wances from the market and return them in a later period in order
to increase the CO, price). At the same time, the Federal Vice-Chancel-
1(;‘ ;;1% Minis(’;e}r1 of Economics Réssler tried to convince Prime Minis-
ecas (and his i it i
o Sc;)ll.m’terparts in other EU states) that it is necessary
Czech and German positions in the Council of the EU and the Eu-
ropean Council converged (as already indicated) in topics related to
tl_le EU budget and to the solution of the economic and financial cri-
sis. Erequent clichés resonating not only in the media but also in aca-
demia about how Germany turned away from the “Eurosceptic” Czech
government and preferred to cooperate with “Euro-optimist” Poland
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(Handl 2014) simply do not hold up when confronted with reality.
It has become obvious that the cooperation on specific issues of the
European politics has depended more on the confluence of interests in
the specific field than on a government’s general ideological position
regarding the future of the European integration. Indeed, as we will
see further, the Czech-German cooperation in fact cooled rather than
warmed after 2014, even though a new “pro-European” government
was elected in the CR and the general attitudes of both countries to-
wards European integration became closer. In the sectoral affairs, it is
possible to identify several areas where the Czech and German interests
in the EU overlapped. A high level of concurrence arose in relation to
the aforementioned EU budget (where the Social Democratic opposi-
tion criticised the conservative government for its overly accommo-
dating attitude to Germany). Incidentally, TusK’s Poland - supposedly
“pro-European” — was in this case the principal opponent of Germany.
The same applies to the questions of renewable energy sources and
energy efficiency, where Poland, to the great disapproval of Berlin, has
vetoed key conclusions of the Council several times in recent years.
Although the Czech government did not always hold the same posi-
tion as Germany in this context, there was nonetheless a significantly
higher level of convergence. Similarly, in the case of the banking union,
the fiscal capacity of the Eurozone, the fiscal backstop, the reduction
of risks in the banking sector and the European Deposit Insurance
Scheme, the Czech and German government took virtually identical
stances in the Council.

As stated above, the mere confluence of interests is not a sufficient
prerequisite for a closer cooperation. If both countries are part of
a large coalition of like-minded countries, the bilateral relation at the
level of EU fora itself is rather less important and is usually limited
to moves that aim to ensure a sufficient number of members of the
coalition or to maintain the blocking minority. Given the fact that the
spiritus agens of such a coalition is usually a rather big EU country, the
active player was always rather Germany than the Czech Republic in
such situations. Intense bilateral communication and coordination of
the negotiation strategy happens more often in the cases when both
states are rather alone in their positions. This situation occurred when
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the new anti-discrimination directive was refused only by German
and the Czech Republic while other EU members supported it (Pra. :
changed its attitude only after the new government took office in ZOigélll)e
However, there are just a few examples of such situations. .
Bemd.es the areas of mutual cooperation, relations between Pragu
and Be‘rl.m in EU matters are also influenced by the issues where dif%e:
ent opinions prevail. The number and intensity of such issues paradox-
ically grew after the new left-wing government of Bohuslav Sobotka
took office. However, the cause consisted rather in the simultaneity of
several factors and events than in the appearance of the new OVZ‘n—
tmhenl;f.U Tlhe rlelativefcooling of relations between Prague and Birlin at
e evel mani i i i
e m?;aiis;t)f itself especially in three areas: energy, labour
In the case of the energy policy the alienation already began in 2011
due to the Energiewende in Germany and the decision to gradually shut
down nuclear power plants. By this move, Germany joined the anZi—nu—
clear camp of European countries, traditionally led by Austria. In the
negotiations about the transition to a low-carbon economy; in. which
I?rague, together with Paris and other states, strived to achiev’e recogni-
tion of nuclear energy as an important and effective carbon-free enegr
source, Germany held significantly different attitudes; however. bo%l}lf
Cf)untrles (unlike, for example, Poland) generally agreed on the’ rin-
ciple of decarbonisation as such. Apart from this, the Energiewenge af-
fected also the load capacity of the Czech transfer grid. In central Ger-
many there is not a sufficient, high capacity network of electricity grids
a\failable to transfer the electricity produced in northern Germ?a;:‘lg b
wind power plants to the industrial areas in the south. Therefore }‘Zhi}s,
energy .has flowed through the electricity grids of neighbouring st,ates
which in turn run the risk of overloading and blackouts. First the’
(?zech government considered asking German producers to pa a,ddi-
tlc?nal fees for using the Czech networks and held several negot}i,ations
with Germany about this issue (Janzer 2013). After this option failed, in
2015 the Czech transmission operator (CEPS) with the support of ’Ehe
government pro ceeded to construct a phase-shifter which would allow;
in case of need, to stop the energy inflows from abroad. However. thi;
would increase the risk of blackout in Germany. For this reason: this
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decision was not particularly welcomed in Germany, even if the official
position of the German federal government was rather moderate, as
already in the case of the construction of a phase-shifter in Poland (see
Bundesregierung 2012; Uken 2011; Schweinfurt 2015).

The labour mobility has become a second complicated issue affect-
ing mutual relations on the EU level in recent years. As stated above,
until 2010, Germany applied a transition period to open its labour
market to workers from the new EU Member States. After this pe-
riod, Germany became an ally of countries trying to limit the inflow of
a cheap work force from these countries through legislative measures
on both the national and the EU level. Due to the economic crisis
during the recent years, this issue has continued to gain importance
in the national political contests in many EU countries, and Germany
was no exception. Berlin, together with Paris, sided with the advocates

of the revision of the directive on posting of workers.? In 2015, Berlin
a controversial minimal wage, based on the principle
which has also been applied to workers com-
ing from other countries to stay on the territory of Germany only for
a short period. This move aroused outrage among the Central and
Eastern European countries, including Prague. The Czech governmént
officially expressed the opinion that the German minimal wage was
in the current form illegal and publicly complained that “the exist-
ing information from German colleagues regarding the extent of the
application of the law and the way of its enforcement are to a certain
extent unclear and incomplete” (Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs
2015). The Czech government also joined the demand of many states
to review the compliance of the German law with EU law.
Of course, the most complicated and most dividing issue of the
Czech-German relations in the history of their common membership

also introduced
of the local usual wage,

[

3 This proposal was published no carlier than 2016, although the issue has bounced
around European political debate already for many years. In 2014 despite the dis-
content of many Central and Eastern European states, the EP and the Council
adopted Directive 2014/ 67/EU, on enforcing the directive on posting of workers,
which had already contained many provisions making the previous very liberal

rules of posting stricter.
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in the .EUSbecame the migration crisis, in particular from the moment
when 1fn eRtember 2015 Chancellor Merkel defined a policy of open
dog@ 05 Engrants from Syria. Her decision was immediately shaf 1
cn.'a?lse y all states of the Visegrad Four. Although Czech Prirpily
M1nlster Sop otka stood relatively aloof from this criticism and - unlik:
his Hunﬁarlan and Slovak counterparts - avoided fiery public state-
mel:ts, t eV\E);Tch government shared fully the attitudes of its Visegrad
par’ ng.rs. ile Germany became the main advocate of the system of
:h bin 1n§i quota for the relocation of asylum seekers and immigrants
d'e n}de;ll ' i;s 01f téle Visegrad group refused all proposals going in thi;
O;r:;e Co,un C1s1 ef ﬂ‘zo 6115 [vje?, stormy atmosphere both in the meetings
il of the and the European Council) i
o Co and in the me-
dia pohgcal deb atg. Although, on the one hand, the situation led tor?lfe
unprece en'Eed unity of the Visegrad group, on the other hand, it con
s@erabl'y chllleF1 the relations of all involved countries with Gérm :
I'f is an 1nterestlpg paradox that on the same day when - on the o:f:?
;10.n of tk‘le' anniversary of the reunification of Germany - the Czech
Cr1m}el l\émlster rellaeated the almost obligatory cliché on how “today the
zech-German relations are the best in our mod i
. history” (Sobotk
2015c), Czech journalists wrote th it S eCerman
. e exact opposite: “Czech-G
relations are the worst they’ i ) Ac.
y've been in 20 years” (Houskova 2
cording to the media, the German Ch it o
. 5 ancellor even refused
the Prime Minister’s ph i enied by the
phone calls (which was pr 1 i
Office of the Government: see U¥ Do T s tton,
: see Utad vlady 2015c). In this situati
the Czech government initiated on A ol
the creation of a joi
: : joint Czech-Germa
x;;kirﬁg group led by fc.)rmer Prime Minister Vladimir Spidla to deari
o ge issue of slle }rlmgration crisis. The leader of the German part
roup was Michael Roth, the Minister of S
German Federal Foreign Offi Wik W
ce. H
e ocers groupg.; e. However, so far there have been no
Czelig én;:czr hm;r muc}}i these issues have affected the image of
- an relationship in the media, their real i
- ! , mpact on thi
l:giartllizrrllsh;ptshould not be overestimated. I already said tflat differerlli
s between governments on the lon
: veen g-term future of the Euro-
ﬁle:rn 1n1tiegrat10n in the previous years did not hinder - despite the pgo—
political and media clichés - the pragmatic mutual cooperation Ii)n
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areas of common interest of both countries. In the same way, the new
points of friction in some areas do not necessarily hinder bilateral co-
operation in other EU issues. However, they indisputably do represent
a limiting factor.

4.3 Conclusion

The accession of the Czech Republic to the European Union changed
the shape of the Czech-German relations when the primarily bilateral
relationship was incorporated into the multilateral framework of a su-
pranational organization. However, within this supranational commu-
nity, the bilateral interstate relations have continued to further play an
important role, which has even increased during the euro crisis due to
the strengthening of the role of states as actors in supranational deci-
sion making. Nowadays, the decision-making process in the European
Union is unimaginable without intensive negotiation between Member
States ahead of every Council of the EU and European Council meet-
ing. In this context, the relationship between Prague and Berlin can
be considered — rather from the point of view of Prague, of course -
as quite intensive. This intensity results naturally both from the geo-
graphical, historical and cultural closeness of both states and from their
mutual economic interconnection. In comparison with the Czech Re-
publics relationships with other large countries of the Union as well as
with old Member States, the level of contacts of Prague with Germany
is in the long-term probably the most intensive. This applies even to the
era of conservative governments in Prague, despite the frequent cliché
about the focus of Prague on London during that time. However, the
Czech-German relationship in the EU was from the beginning rather
asymmetric: while for Prague, Berlin is a substantial and important
partner whose support is highly valued, for Berlin this applies only to
a limited extent, in particular in the cases when both states share an
interest alone or nearly alone.
Despite the relative intensity of the contacts between the Czech Re-
public and Germany, in comparison with the networks and forms of
cooperation existing among the old EU Member States with their long
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experience of EU membership and intra-EU negotiations, the potential
for mutual cooperation between Prague and Berlin on European is-
sues should not be overestimated. The heavy dependence of the Czech
economy on Germany has not led to a strong convergence of opinions
as perhaps could have been expected. In addition to that, in man sec—,
toral policies, the interests of both countries are quite different; t};lis is
the case of issues related to labour mobility or energy policy. Mo’reover
when the interests of both states are similar, but shared with many othe1:
countries, the Czech-German dimension does not play any important
role. The most intensive convergence and cooperation occurred after
2009 during the euro crisis, when the Czech conservative government
supported Germany’s strict austerity-oriented policy in issues of EU
fiscal coordination and oversight as well as the EU budget. Durin
the recent years, the convergence of interests of both countries ha%
rather drifted apart, in particular as a consequence of the German pro-
tectionism in relation to free movement of workers and also duz to
diametrically different opinions on the migration crisis. This chillin
of relations at the same time correlated with significant intensiﬁcatior%
of the relations among the states of the Visegrad group. It seems that
in the Central-European cultural area, the common heritage of the
recent past and the mentality resulting from this heritage is still a more

1mporta.nt.factor for convergence of national interests than objective
economic interconnectedness is.
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