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Preface

The year 2009 marked the anniversary of several momentous events in European 
history. Twenty years before, in chain-reaction (or dominoes-falling) fashion, the 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe threw off their communist yokes and began 
the process of (re)integrating into Europe’s democratic and capitalist mainstream. 
Five years ago, in May 2004, this goal was substantially achieved for eight former 
communist states when they formally acceded to the European Union. Thus, in the 
midst of various activities celebrating these historic events, it seemed a particularly 
appropriate time to be writing a book about the EU-integration of one of these 
Central and Eastern European countries, the Czech Republic.

In deciding to write this book the authors, one Czech and the other American, 
were motivated by common interests in both the Czech Republic and the process of 
European integration. For Dan Marek in particular, the experience of 1989 and the 
process of Czech democratic transition and European integration is a deeply per-
sonal one that has been at the center of his academic and professional life. In writing 
this book, the authors have also built upon a decade-long partnership of research 
and publication on both Czech domestic politics and the European Union. Through 
this book, we hope to contribute to a better knowledge and understanding of both.

June 2010



Series editor’s preface

A fresh and highly comprehensive book examining the complex relationship 
between the Czech Republic and the evolving European Union (EU) is, at least in 
my view, of notable significance to current and future studies of ‘Europe and the 
Nation State’.

In many ways, the Czech Republic seems to be at the nexus and critical interface 
of most discourses relating to national adaptation to European integration. Ever 
since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the tumultuous changes that engulfed Central 
and Eastern Europe shortly afterwards, this country has been an ever present and 
highly visible subject of discussion of the challenges confronting nation states from 
Central Europe in adapting to the challenges of European integration. Of course, 
during the 1990s and up to 2004, the debates on, and involving the Czech Republic, 
largely focused on the country as perhaps ‘the’ Central European ‘front-runner’ 
for securing full membership status of the European Union. In many instances the 
Czech Republic was cited as perhaps the best candidate, from, albeit to a limited 
extent, political, cultural and economic perspectives, for full membership of status. 
Once accession was achieved in 2004, as one of the leading lights in the first wave 
of Eastern European enlargement of the EU, the Czech Republic, has often been 
seen, by most outside observers, as one of the small group of ‘new’ accession coun-
tries that could adapt to the requirements of full membership status most easily. 

And yet, alongside this ongoing narrative of the Czech Republic as ‘a leading 
Central European’ runs another side of Czech experiences of being an EU member. 
In spite of its general reputation of having some of the most appropriate credentials 
among the Central European states, for being a ‘good European’ and an appropri-
ate EU member, the Czech Republic’s experiences of national adaptation to the 
demands of being a full EU member has not been without its difficulties, with 
controversy surrounding the profile of the EU in Czech domestic political debates 
in particular. Over the last few years, for example, the Czech Republic has not 
gone on to join the euro, and continues to maintain its own currency in 2010, was 
highly criticised by other EU Member States for dragging its heals in ratifying the 
Lisbon Treaty, and has suffered numerous domestic difficulties, including the fall 
of the incumbent government, when holding the EU Council Presidency in early 
2009. The Czech Republic’s relationship with the European Union should there-
fore be of interest to parties evaluating and reflecting upon the complexities of the 
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relationship between nation states and the European Union regardless of whether 
they are experts in Czech politics.

It is therefore with great pleasure that Michael Burgess and I welcome the pub-
lication of this fresh, and highly thoughtful volume as part of the ‘Europe and the 
Nation State’ series published by Routledge.

Lee Miles 
Series Editor – Europe and the Nation State

Karlstad University, Sweden
May 2010
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Introduction

On 1 May 2004, the Czech Republic formally joined the European Union (EU),1 
together with seven other former communist countries from Central and Eastern 
Europe2 and the Mediterranean island states of Malta and Cyprus. For the Czech 
Republic and the other Central and Eastern European countries (CEECs), EU mem-
bership marked the end of an almost 15-year effort to “return to Europe,” after 
more than four decades of communist rule and Soviet domination. In the process, 
the Czech state and society were significantly transformed by integration into the 
European (and broader global) economy and the institutional and policy changes 
required to join the EU and other Western institutions. However, in many ways 
EU accession marked not the end but a beginning, for as a member state the Czech 
Republic continues to be shaped by the EU, while along with other member states it 
seeks to influence EU policymaking and the Union’s future development.

This book examines the relationship between the Czech Republic and the EU. 
Specifically, it attempts to answer two main questions: First, how has EU accession 
and membership affected the Czech Republic – What has been the EU’s impact on 
Czech governing institutions, public policies, and politics? And second, how has 
the Czech Republic behaved as a new member state – How has it sought to influ-
ence EU decision making and policies, and how successful has it been?

Europeanization: assessing the EU’s impact

The first of these two questions deals with a topic that has been extensively addressed 
in the EU studies literature under the concept of “Europeanization.” While this term 
has many definitions and meanings, it most commonly refers to the impact of the 
EU on the politics, governing institutions and processes (“polities”), and policies of 
the member states.3 Among the key findings of this literature is that the EU’s impact 
on domestic politics, institutions, and policies is highly varied, with considerable 
differentiation not only between these general areas, but also within them between 
specific institutions, policies, and aspects of politics. Moreover, there is consider-
able variation between member states, or what Risse et al. (2001: 1) refer to as 
“domestic adaptation [to EU rules and requirements] with national colors.”

This pattern of differential adaptation is partly explained by the different “good-
ness of fit” between national policies, institutions, and processes and EU require-
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ments: the better the goodness of fit, the weaker the pressure on member states to 
change or adapt the way they do things, while a high degree of “misfit” generates 
considerable pressure on countries to change their policies or adapt national institu-
tions and processes to EU rules and requirements (Börzel 2005; Risse et al. 2001). 
Also important, however, are “domestic mediating factors” – national institutions, 
actors, and processes that have a “profound, if not determining” effect on how 
EU integration impacts domestic change (Goetz and Hix 2000: 20). Potentially 
important domestic mediating factors include existing governmental institutions 
and structures, administrative traditions and policymaking styles, the presence and 
strength of veto players, issue-based interest configurations, political-cultural val-
ues and attitudes, and electoral politics.

A second key finding is that Europeanization is not just a one-way or “top-down 
process.” Rather, it has a “bottom-up” dimension as well, with member states seek-
ing to “upload” their preferences to the EU level and attempting to influence EU 
governance and policymaking in ways that accord with these. By doing so, they 
can create competitive advantages for themselves, or they can attempt to reduce the 
extent of misfit between EU requirements and national institutions and policies, 
and hence the amount of change they have to make. Thus, Europeanization is a two-
way street – or as Goetz (2002: 4) puts it, “a circular rather than unidirectional and 
cyclical rather than one-off” process involving the EU and its member states.

Even accounting for national variability and differentiation, a review of the 
Europeanization literature yields several general trends or patterns when it comes 
to the EU’s impact on domestic change. In the area of state institutions, EU mem-
bership appears to strengthen national executives (especially the “core executives” 
that deal most directly with the EU) in their relationship with parliaments; this is 
because the shift of policymaking to the EU level allows national executives to 
engage in “two-level games” that reinforce their autonomy from national legisla-
tive bodies, while national parliaments are also increasingly circumscribed by EU 
legislation (Laffan 2007; Holzhacker 2007). EU membership also appears to have 
bolstered the relative position of national courts in domestic political systems, by 
integrating them into a supranational legal and judicial system and allowing them 
to ask the European Court of Justice (ECJ) for its binding opinion on the application 
of EU law in specific cases (Nyikos 2007). Studies have also shown how EU inte-
gration, in particular the governance rules of EU regional or cohesion policy, has 
promoted governmental decentralization (regionalization) and multi-level gover-
nance in some (but not all) member states (Bache 2007, 2008).

When it comes to policy, the impact of EU membership depends greatly on the 
type of EU policy concerned, whether it takes the form of a “regulation,” which is 
directly applicable in the member states and does not need to be transposed into 
national legislation, or a “directive,” which requires implementing legislation by 
member states before it can take effect. Especially in the latter case, patterns of 
national implementation are affected by domestic mediating factors. In most cases, 
“implementation is dependent upon the balance between a member state’s overall 
commitment to the issue at stake” – influenced by issue-specific configurations of 
domestic preferences and structures of interest representation, the existence and 
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strength of veto players, etc. – and “overall institutional capacity to fulfill its obliga-
tions,” which is affected by the fit or misfit of EU rules with national administrative 
traditions, institutional norms, and practices (Sverdrup 2007: 207; Börzel 2002; 
Knill 2001). In the area of politics, EU integration has affected party programs, 
led to the emergence of new (pro- and anti-EU) parties and partisan cleavages in 
some cases, resulted in the creation of European-level parties and transnational 
party links, and altered the nature of competition between parties (by limiting the 
policy space available to competing parties and the policy instruments and options 
available to governments). It has also changed the opportunity structure for orga-
nized interest groups and the balance of power between them (by providing new 
resources, arguments, and means of influence that favor some groups over others) 
and “devalued” conventional party and parliamentary politics (by favoring admin-
istrative processes and the growing weight of technocratic, non-democratic EU 
institutions) (Mair 2007; Eising 2007; Laffan 2007).

Although the study of Europeanization has focused mainly on Western member 
states, the Europeanization framework has also been extensively applied to the 
CEECs in the pre-accession period. Before they can join the EU, candidate states 
must fully adopt EU rules and legislation (the acquis communautaire), and dem-
onstrate that they have the institutional and administrative capacity to implement 
them. For any country seeking to join the EU, therefore, preparing for membership 
involves some degree of domestic institutional and policy change. For the CEECs, 
however, these changes were especially profound for several reasons, including: 
the breadth of the EU agenda, which required the adoption of economic and politi-
cal conditions that went far beyond the formal acquis and institutional reforms that 
were not demanded of other member states; the weakness and lack of credibility of 
political and governing institutions in the CEECs, which made them less capable 
of resisting EU adaptive pressures and also more willing to learn from foreign 
experiences; the existence of significant institutional and policy “voids” in many 
of these countries, meaning that Europeanization involved not so much adaptation 
but rather the creation of entirely new actors, institutions, and polices where they 
previously did not exist; and the speed of adjustment to EU rules in the CEECs, with 
most seeking to become EU members within a decade after formally applying for 
membership in the mid-1990s (Grabbe 2006, 2003: 306–8, 2001; Goetz 2007: 79, 
2005: 261–62; Héritier 2005: 206).

EU influence was further enhanced by the highly asymmetrical nature of the 
accession process. Accession “negotiations” are really nothing of the kind. Instead, 
they are an opportunity for the candidate state to prove that it has adequately 
adopted EU rules and that it has the institutional and administrative capacity 
to implement them. The only real possibility for negotiations is over limited 
“transitional arrangements” that allow candidate states to delay or phase in the 
full application of EU rules in particular areas, with full compliance eventually 
expected. This asymmetrical process, therefore, confers on the EU the extremely 
powerful leverage of “membership conditionality,” which makes EU mem-
bership dependent upon the satisfactory adoption of the acquis and other EU 
requirements.


