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The euro crisis and Germany’s role through Czech perspective 
 

Vladimír Handl 

 

Is the Czech Republic “a European state without Europeans”? Vladimír 

Handl analyses the dissolution of the Czech consensus, its relationship to the 

German approach in rescuing the EU, the “nation-state-based” current in 

Czech politics and the risks of Euroscepticism.  

 

Czech policy does not have a uniform line on Germany and its European policy. 

On the one hand, there is relatively broad agreement on Germany’s significance 

for the Czech Republic: Germany accounts for 31.5 percent of Czech exports and 

25.6 percent of its imports, and is thus by far the country’s largest trading partner.
1
 

Additionally, since the Czech EU presidency at the latest, Germany has been seen 

as the most important and mostly also the most accommodating EU member state. 

This is why the Foreign Policy Concept of the Czech Republic (2011) lists 

Germany for the first time as a “strategic partner” (!) and emphasises its key role 

in European politics, European security and the global economy.
2
  

 

On the other hand, relations with Germany and the declared “strategic partnership” 

are not anchored in the Czech approach to the European Union because the Czech 

Republic lacks a coherent policy on Europe. Thus, also its relationship to Germany 

and the latter’s workings in the EU remain ambivalent.  

 

At the level of personalities, however, the issue of Germany’s role in the EU is 

relatively unproblematic. Chancellor Merkel has developed a constructive 

relationship with Czech politicians, and she is viewed largely positively by the 

Czech public – after Barack Obama, she is the most trusted foreign political 

personality among Czech citizens.
3
 

 

The ambivalent situation is thus mainly a consequence of conceptual and 

ideological (in)compatibility. The Czech political scene has long been divided on 

the nation state and the issue of shared sovereignty at the supranational level.
4
 The 

“nation-state-based” political current views the nation state as the central building 

block, prefers intergovernmental integration, and in its radical form rejects all shared 

sovereignty. These positions are most strongly represented in Prime Minister Nečas’s 

Civic Democratic Party (ODS) and its mostly neo-liberal programme. Its founder 

and the Czech Republic’s current president, Václav Klaus, is viewed as a dissident 

in the EU, and advocates a de facto return to the pre-Maastricht arrangement.
5
 

Also in this group are the residual governing party Public Affairs (VV) and especially 

the opposition Communists (KSČM), whose conservative circles criticise the EU as a 

capitalist structure dominated by Germany. The “national-federative” position insists 

upon the nation state too, but to varying degrees also accepts a strengthening of 

supranational “shared sovereignty” in the EU, as well as the prospect of political 

union. This direction is supported by the governing TOP09, the opposition Social  
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Democratic Party (ČSSD), and the non-parliamentary Green Party and Christian 

democratic KDU-ČSL.  

 

On a practical level, the distinctions are manifested with respect to the euro as well 

as ideas about the EU’s future arrangement. The fact that the Czech Republic has 

not adopted the euro and will not do so in the near future (the ODS even wants a 

referendum on the euro) allows the government not to participate in the euro zone 

measures proposed by Germany, the European Commission and the ECB. At the 

same time, however, there is also growing concern in the government about the 

strengthening of decision-making mechanisms in the euro zone and the resulting 

weakening of the position of its non-members – i.e. elements pointed to by the 

“national-federative” opposition as well.  

 

The Czech Republic’s reaction to Germany’s gradually emerging scenario for a 

resolution to the euro-zone crisis is thus markedly differentiated. Even in the 

executive – PM Nečas (ODS), Foreign Minister Schwarzenberg (TOP09), Finance 

Minister Miroslav Kalousek (TOP09) and President Václav Klaus (ODS) – there 

are differences on fundamental issues, and the opposition is divided as well. The 

situation is further complicated by the fact that German policy is not completely 

uniform either; the government’s approach to addressing the crisis is characterised 

by gradual and often incomplete steps, and thus frequently draws criticism from 

Germany’s left-wing opposition.  

 

Issues of economic culture and rescuing the euro zone  

 

The two countries’ governments share an affinity of economic cultures: a 

gravitation toward a balanced budget (the Czech Republic’s state debt was roughly 

42 percent in 2011), low inflation (2011: 1.9 percent), strengthening the 

competitiveness of the export-oriented economy and achieving a positive balance 

of trade. The Czech Republic thus backed German pressure to implement fiscal 

discipline including a balanced-budget requirement (Schuldenbremse) in the 

legislation of euro-zone member states. From the beginning, the conservative-

liberal Czech government has fully backed Germany’s efforts to enforce budgetary 

discipline in the EU, even at the price of significant budget cuts.  

 

Also since 2010, the ODS (which left the European People’s Party in 2009 and 

became a member of the European Conservatives and Reformists Group, ECR) 

has pursued a policy of isolating the Czech Republic from the euro zone and from 

legal instruments, institutional structures and any new integration efforts 

originating in the euro zone (the Euro Plus Pact, the European Stability 

Mechanism, the Fiscal Compact, common banking oversight and the emerging 

banking union).
6
 The PM attempted to bridge this contradiction during a visit by 

Chancellor Merkel by presenting the Czech Republic as a “shadow signatory” to 

the Fiscal Pact committed to voluntary fulfilment of its provisions.
7
  

 

TOP09 (which in contrast to ODS became a member of the European People’s 

Party, EPP, in February 2012) has basically reacted to the course of German policy 
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with understanding, although the party is not completely unified. It supports 

accession to the Fiscal Pact, at least at a later date, and criticises PM Nečas on the 

grounds that non-participation in the Pact could seriously harm the Czech 

Republic.
8
 Foreign Minister Schwarzenberg advocates the view that the euro 

should not be a fetish and that the EU would survive without it, although he does 

support the euro’s rescue.
9
 On the other hand, Finance Minister Miroslav Kalousek 

(TOP09), like the ODS, is mainly sceptical about efforts by German politicians to 

strengthen central control over member states’ budgets, and is critical of 

expanding the European Commission’s role, transferring budgetary authority and 

more binding coordination of economic policies. Kalousek – like the ODS, the 

Czech National Bank and President Klaus – also has concerns about the emerging 

banking union, including the ECB’s new role.  

 

Nevertheless, the focus on strict budgetary discipline and efforts to revive the 

European economy through exports are meeting resistance. The ČSSD rejects the 

notion that the European crisis can be solved by mere cuts and rescue packages.
10

 

It supports the Fiscal Pact, but considers it merely a partial measure which is 

missing a “second leg” – an active policy to support growth and create jobs.
11

 

Similar criticisms of the rescue measures have also been levelled by the minority 

“euro-activists” and the pragmatic wing of the KSČM.  

 

The confederation of trade unions rejects a reduction in the budget deficits of EU 

countries as a “basic recipe for addressing indebtedness” because “it leads 

inexorably to a loss of dynamism in European economies and thus to a further 

deepening of the crisis”.
12

 

 

Chief Justice of the Constitutional Court Pavel Rychetský (ČSSD) has rejected “a 

path of crude neo-liberalism” to resolve the European financial and economic 

crisis, which he believes would compel certain European countries – including the 

Czech Republic – to dismantle the welfare state and privatise the state’s public 

functions, because it would lead to a deepening of uncertainty and “social 

abysses”.
13

 The unions also reject the idea “supported by certain politicians 

(particularly in Germany)” that all countries can achieve trade surpluses and 

ensure economic growth through exports.
14

 This view has strong support on the 

left, which argues that the German model is not applicable to euro-zone countries 

which lack Germany’s industrial base; logically, not every country can achieve a 

trade surplus.
15

  

 

Institutional questions 

 

The ODS is moving away from German policy, from its own coalition partner, 

TOP09, and in particular from the “national-federative” opposition when it comes 

to strengthening EU institutions and moving towards a political union. PM Nečas 

has designated stabilisation of the euro as a priority interest of the Czech 

Republic,
16

 but rejected the Euro Plus Pact as well as the Fiscal Pact. He 

emphasises the intergovernmental principle in the EU, which of course figures 

prominently in Germany’s euro rescue policy. In contrast to the German position, 
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however, he advocates a variable geometry for the EU in which the entire 

mechanism should be differentiated according to the subject of cooperation.
17

 He 

thus prefers a sort of Europe “à la carte”.
18

 Representatives of the ODS are also 

aware of the fact that the EU will have to unite in order for it to succeed and 

withstand global competition – but this must not be at the expense of the 

disciplined states in the EU’s north.
19

  

 

The conservative-liberal Czech government is thus not unified in its position, and 

as a result keeps the Czech Republic outside the “main current” of EU 

development – a goal to which its prime minister professes to aspire.
20

 President 

Klaus views efforts to rescue the euro zone and to move towards a political union 

as a slide towards socialism.
21

 This has resulted in a partial de-Europeanisation of 

the relationship with Germany – for the first time since 2004. 

 

Despite this, however, the Czech government is playing the role of a sort of 

minimalist partner of the isochromatic CDU-CSU/FDP government: The German 

government’s main interest is concentrated on overall economic policy and the 

culture of budgetary discipline – Berlin needs the support of every individual 

country as a counterweight to the predominance of southern EU states. The 

significance of such cooperation was elevated by the victory of the left-wing 

candidate in France’s presidential elections.  

 

The ČSSD, which has a good chance of winning the 2014 parliamentary elections, 

has a European agenda compatible with Germany’s permissive consensus on the 

EU.
22

 The weakened Green Party and the KDU-ČSL, which are attempting a 

return to national politics, have a similar orientation. For example, the KDU-

ČSL’s programme advocates a strong and solidary EU, and considers Germany to 

be without question the country’s most important EU partner both politically and 

economically.
23

  

 

Chief Justice of the Constitutional Court Pavel Rychetský refers to the 

intrasocietal significance of continuing the integration process. He criticises the 

policy of “the gradual isolation of our country and its detachment from the 

common integrative effort” as deleterious, arguing that purely internal resources 

are insufficient for achieving necessary social change in the Czech Republic (the 

struggle against clientelism and the struggle for a renewal of shared values).
24

  

  

 

German leadership in the EU?  

Relatively few reservations; rather, differentiated expectations 

 

The “nation-state-based” current in Czech politics views German leadership in the 

EU as problematic and potentially unacceptable. A minority was accusing 

Germany of hegemony and dictates even before the euro crisis. In 2010, Václav 

Klaus stated that “Germany [had] achieved through peaceful means the clear 

European hegemony which it had unsuccessfully sought in two world wars”.
25

 Petr 

Hájek, the deputy chancellor to President Klaus, has stated that the Czech 
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Republic has come back under a German protectorate and that the European 

Union is an attempt to create a “Fourth Reich”.
26

 This vision is also shared to a 

certain extent by the KSČM, which interpreted the consensus between the Czech 

and German governments on the policy of budget cuts as further proof that the 

Czech Republic has become a semi-colony of German capital.
27

  

 

Much stronger is the position represented by most of the ODS, which underscores 

the principle of intergovernmental cooperation in the EU while at the same time 

criticising the fact that the main European initiatives are prepared mainly at the 

intergovernmental level in the Franco-German tandem and in smaller groups of 

countries.  

  

By contrast, the “national-federative” current basically does not have a problem 

with German leadership, although Minister Schwarzenberg (TOP09) believes that 

the Germans should not present themselves as examples and rescuers.
28

 The ČSSD 

and the Greens see Germany’s role as key, and advocate instead for greater 

conceptual elaboration of the reform strategy and greater solidarity within the EU.  

 

The tasks facing German policy – facing Chancellor Merkel – are being discussed 

in the Czech press, and the course of this debate (with the continuing dominance 

of the neo-liberal discourse) in the serious dailies suggests marked empathy for the 

German position. On the domestic political front, Angela Merkel’s tasks are to 

formulate a convincing strategy for rescuing the euro, to win over German voters 

to her side, to muffle critics, to come to terms with the weakening of her coalition 

partner, the FDP, and to sort out the strained relationship with the CSU.
29

 A 

relatively widespread view is that without a political solution (fiscal union, bond 

purchases by the ECB) it is probably not possible to stabilise the euro in the long 

term. Here, Germany is perceived not as a hegemon but as a cautious and 

unwilling actor which is slowly gravitating towards this solution.
30

 

 

It is emphasised that Germany’s influence in the euro zone has of course grown, 

and that Germany has asserted its own interpretation of the crisis, according to 

which the main cause of the difficulties is excessive sovereign debt (in the Czech 

discussion, this view is often criticised as simplistic). Nevertheless, Europe “is 

decidedly not setting funds aside under some German dictate”, and during the past 

three years Germany has made concessions in its model that were previously 

unthinkable.
31

 

 

There is no consensus on the risks and costs of a possible political union, nor by 

contrast on those of a euro-zone break-up. It is widely believed that Germany 

would benefit from both scenarios – either as EU hegemon (at least in the 

budgetary-financial sphere), or as a nation state liberated from “the reins of 

solidarity”.
32

 Rather than for its leadership (or even its “dictate”), German policy 

tends to draw criticism for succumbing to pressure from southern EU countries (in 

particular France, Italy and Spain) on “collectivisation of debt” and for not being 

willing to admit this to its domestic audience.
33

 With understanding it is stated that 

Chancellor Merkel “at least succeeded in bringing banks under a common 
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oversight regime”.
34

 Understanding can also be found on the issue of the 

legitimacy of financial transfers; it is conceded that Berlin can establish a 

budgetary union and increase transfers to the south “only as fast as member states 

are willing to give up fiscal autonomy”.
35

  

 

Cautious predictions are taking shape on the results of Germany’s parliamentary 

elections in 2013. If Angela Merkel wins, it is assumed that the present course will 

continue; if the SPD wins, there will likely be a change towards support for the 

idea of eurobonds and reducing the pressure on Greece and other southern states in 

order to give them “breathing room”.
36

 

 

Conclusion: “A European state without Europeans” – prospects for Czech 

Euroscepticism 

 

Over the course of the euro-zone crisis, there has been an extraordinary increase in 

public scepticism not only towards the euro but also towards the EU in general, 

and for the first time this has become a majority view.
37

 This trend is strengthened 

by the Eurosceptic posture of part of the political establishment and the ambivalent 

approaches of most government representatives. If the Weimar Republic was 

called “a democracy without democrats”, then the Czech Republic mostly presents 

itself as “a European state without Europeans”. The consequences of this emptying 

of the political space could be of fundamental importance. 

 

Nationalism has no roots in Czech political life; no long-term nationalist party has 

ever been established here. The Czech Republic does not even have a populist 

actor such as Beppe Grillo in Italy, and both right- and left-wing populist groups 

remain marginal in society.  

 

If, however, the Czech Republic is to contribute significantly to the stabilisation of 

the southern European countries, it can be expected that the public reaction will be 

identical to that in Germany: unwillingness to restructure the “profligate” states in 

contrast to which the Czech public and in part also Czech policy are increasingly 

defining themselves. 

 

A dangerous situation could arise, however, if in the aftermath of the recent 

electoral defeat (see the de facto victory of the Communists in regional and Senate 

elections in October 2012
38

) a weakened ODS were to reconsider its traditional 

anti-communist campaign and choose to turn completely against the EU instead, 

making Euroscepticism its ideological and political programme.
39

 Such a 

development on the political stage at a time of low EU popularity could 

fundamentally influence the demeanour of the Czech public and of Czech 

politicians vis-à-vis the EU, further marginalising the Czech Republic in the 

European integration process.  

 

About the author: 
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