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The first issue of 2023, which this editorial introduces, is also the first is-
sue that comes out after the journal has switched completely into English. 
It ends a long and successful period of the journal’s history, during which 
its Czech- (and Slovak-) language version Mezinárodní vztahy contribut-
ed significantly to the emergence and development of the discipline of 
International Relations (IR) in Czechia and Slovakia. The newly fully 
English-language Czech Journal of International Relations (CJIR) aims to 
continue in Mezinárodní vztahy’s legacy. But the change of language is 
not – and cannot be – the only change for the journal. Although our goal 
was once to cultivate Czech discussions about the international, we now 
become a fully-fledged part of the international. While this may, to some, 
seem as another coffin in the nail of national fields of the discipline, com-
pare P. Drulák ( 2 022) and O. Ditrych ( 2 022) , it gives us endless opportunities 
to contribute to and shape global discussions of International Relations. 
And this is what the journal intends to pursue in the new era.

Our aim is to produce theoretically informed, methodologically 
rigorous and empirically rich scholarship. We place no boundaries on the 
thematic and geographic scope, theoretical grounding and methodolog-
ical approach of the submissions, and we intend to welcome pieces that 
transcend disciplinary boundaries. This does not mean that we are for-
getting our roots as a small regional IR journal on the discipline’s semi-pe-
riphery ( K R AT O C H V Í L 2 016) . We continue to engage with academic endeavors 
in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), and we remain especially intrigued 
by the topics that resonate in this region. Concepts and theories of small 
states’ behavior, international institutions, regionalism, the impacts of 
power rivalries and regional conflicts, climate change, migration and oth-
er topics will continue to be highly relevant and interesting for us. But we 
will place no limits on submissions as long as they fulfill their relevance 
in the sense of containing a critical interrogation of international politics 
and dedication to high quality standards.

What do we have to offer? A lot. The journal is a well-established 
one and not solely in CEE. The 70 years of its history have firmly embed-
ded it into the worldwide disciplinary library. CJIR is indexed in Web of 
Science’s Emerging Sources Citation Index (ESCI) and a variety of other 
databases, including Scopus, ERIH PLUS and others. CJIR is also an Open 
Access journal and all our articles are freely available to the academic 
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community without any production and licensing costs. CJIR articles are 
increasingly cited in the discipline’s most prominent journals. Only in the 
last two years, CJIR articles were discussed in Cooperation and Conflict, 
International Political Sociology, East European Politics, Contemporary Politics, 
International Relations, RUSI Journal, International Feminist Journal of Politics 
and a variety of others. With the transition to English, we can only expect 
our citation indicator values to continue to grow.

We aim to distinguish ourselves from other, often much larger, dis-
ciplinary journals. In contrast to many of these we strive to be fast and 
approachable. Regarding the former, we understand that timeliness is ever 
more important in the contemporary world. We generally take no more 
than a few days for an initial desk evaluation, and average approximately 
two months from submission to the first post-review decision. After an 
article’s acceptance, it takes, on average, a month to see the article come 
out as ‘ahead of print’. Regarding the latter, we build on our tradition of 
cultivating IR scholarship by providing thorough editorial feedback prior 
to the peer review. We invite authors to discuss their pieces with us even 
before the submission is made to ensure that the piece has a potential to 
pass the review process. We have an established pool of reviewers from 
around the world, and we always aim to provide a constructive, rather 
than unproductive, feedback.

There are several other changes that we are introducing with the 
launch of the new Czech Journal of International Relations. In order to make 
article submission easier, we have introduced a format-free submission, and 
ask for compliance with journal standards only after the article’s accept-
ance. We have also reformulated the criteria for the types of manuscripts 
we accept to better fit with the evolving literary and scientific practice. We 
have introduced the format of the Book Review Forums, in which authors 
and invited contributors exchange views on a newly published monograph 
relevant for deciphering the global relations of CEE in a transdisciplinary 
and critical perspective. We continue to publish shorter, single-blind re-
viewed Forum pieces, which aim to stimulate discussion and inspire de-
bates in the theory and practice of international relations and other related 
disciplines. And we are in the process of reformulating the format for the 
Discussion articles to allow the authors to submit a more essayistic type 
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of publication presenting an original argument or engaging with contem-
porary theoretical debates and policy implementations.

The present issue, CJIR Vol 58, No. 1, is a testament to our endeavors 
and a sample of our future vision. It offers two highly relevant and impor-
tant Research Articles, six shorter topical and timely Forum pieces, and 
two book reviews. The two full-length pieces aim to understand the var-
ious impacts of the Ukraine war. Michal Parízek (Charles University), in 
his paper Worldwide Media Visibility of NATO, the European Union, and the 
United Nations in Connection to the Russia-Ukraine War, skillfully analyses the 
media representation of the three large international organizations since 
the outbreak of the war. Presenting a rigorous large scale content analysis, 
Parízek illustrates the variations of the media visibility of these organiza-
tions and draws these back to theorize the connection between media visi-
bility and scope of action. The war in Ukraine is also the topic of Stephanie 
Winkler’s (Stockholm University) article U.S.-Chinese Strategic Competition 
and the Ukraine War: Implications for Asian-Pacific Security. Winkler asks 
how the war impacted on the Asian-Pacific security. Analyzing hundreds 
of pieces of qualitative data, she posits that though it may seem that the 
war has drawn attention away from Asia, it has in fact exacerbated the se-
curity dilemma between the United States and China in the Asia-Pacific. 

Besides these two articles, Issue 1 of 2023 also offers a Forum on 
the Czech Presidency in the Council of the European Union and two book 
reviews. The presidency came at the complicated time of a conflict at the 
EU’s borders, which was accompanied by an unprecedented energy crisis 
and a subsequent cost of living crisis. We ask how the Czech representatives 
fared under these conditions, and offer a variety of answers from some of 
the foremost scholars in the field. Oldřich Bureš (Metropolitan University 
Prague) and Monika Sus (Polish Academy of Science) investigate the exter-
nal security policy dimension of the presidency, Martin Jirušek (Masaryk 
University) and Izabella Surwillo (Danish Institute of International Studies) 
consider the presidency’s role in achieving energy security for the EU and 
Ivo Šlosarčík (Charles University), together with Sonja Priebus (European 
University Viadrina), reflects on the Czech handling of the rule of law in the 
Union. The Forum is edited by Jan Kovář (University of New York in Prague 
and Institute of International Relations Prague) and Tomáš Weiss (Charles 
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University). The book reviews were written by Matěj Boček (University of 
West Bohemia) and Evgeny Romanovskiy (Charles University).

On behalf of the whole editorial team, I wish you a pleasant read.
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ABSTRACT 

This article presents a theoretical and descriptive account of the worldwide 

media visibility of NATO, the European Union, and the United Nations in 

connection to the Russia-Ukraine war. I formulate a theoretical framework 

that highlights the authority of the three international organizations (IOs) 

and their actions as the drivers of their media visibility. The empirical 

analysis is based on a unique dataset that maps, using natural language 

processing tools, the content of more than 2.9 million news articles published 

in January–September 2022 across virtually all states of the world and 60 

languages. The empirical results show that NATO’s initial media visibility 

was high but has decreased significantly over time, the EU has maintained 

a persistently strong media visibility throughout the period, and the visibility 

of the UN has been characterized by dynamic developments. These findings 

have important implications for the public image and the role of the three IOs 

in the war.
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INTRODUCTION

The Russian war on Ukraine is a principal challenge to the notion of insti-
tutionalized cooperation and rules-based order. It is a violent reminder of 
the importance of politics of material power in world affairs. At the same 
time, it has a prominent institutional dimension. First, Russia alleges that 
to a large extent the war is a response to the threat posed by NATO and 
Ukrainian ambitions to become a member of the Alliance. Second, the 
European Union (EU) and the prospects of Ukrainian membership in the 
EU are at the very roots of the conflict, dating back to the 2013–2014 failed 
EU Association Agreement. Third, the war is taking place under the um-
brella of the seeming inactivity of the United Nations (UN) and especially 
its Security Council (UN SC). The three institutions are, by some measures, 
among the most powerful international bodies in history: NATO thanks 
to the formidable joint military might of its members, the EU based on the 
depth of integration and commitment of its members, and the UN due to 
the unique prerogative of the Security Council to authorize the use of force 
in the fulfilment of the UN Charter’s mandate.

For each of these institutions, the war presents a principal chal-
lenge of its own kind. NATO has tried, from the very beginning, to affirm 
its commitment to defend its members, especially those on the Eastern 
flank, but at the same time made it clear it was not, and did not want to 
become, a direct party to the conflict itself ( N AT O 2 022 D) . By that it has pre-
vented an undue increase in severity of the security dilemma that Russia 
accuses NATO of nurturing. The EU faces a long-term issue with its actor-
ness in world affairs, and with the tensions inherent in its foreign policy 
( H I L L 1993 ;  K E U K E L E I R E – D E L R E U X 2022 :  30) . A fundamental problem for the EU, and 
ultimately also for Ukraine, is the extent to which EU members maintain 
their unity in imposing sanctions on Russia and in supporting Ukraine 
militarily. Lastly, the UN suffers severely in this war as one of the perma-
nent members of the Security Council overtly turned into an aggressor in 
the largest military conflict in Europe in decades, striking to the core of 
the UN Charter (C RON I N – H U R D 2 0 0 8) .

In this article I study the positions of the three institutions in the 
Russia-Ukraine war by systematically mapping their visibility in news 
media around the world. The central question is, how visible have NATO, 
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the EU, and the UN been in media worldwide in connection to the war? This 
is an important issue for the institutions. For one, the information realm 
constitutes one of the battlefields of the war ( FA R R E L L – N E W M A N 2 02 1 ;  F R E E DM A N 

2 0 06:  7 7) . It is closely tied with what strategic narratives about the conflict 
prevail, both in specific countries and globally ( F E N G L E R E T A L .  2 02 0 ;  M I S K I M M ON 

– O ’ L O U G H L I N – RO S E L L E 2 013 ;  S C H M I T T 2 018) . Especially for the EU and NATO, this 
is a major concern as they are, willingly or not, seen as at least indirect 
parties to the conflict. They need their global media image to help them 
secure political support from other states during the course of the war, 
and to promote their long-tern image as powerful actors which are credi-
bly committed to the defence of their interests in the face of a major chal-
lenge. Second, information that the public receives about the three IOs is 
crucial for their public support and legitimacy ( PA R I Z E K 2 022) , especially in 
crisis situations (S C H L I PPH A K – M E I N E R S – K I R AT L I 2 022) . For all three IOs, the pub-
lic perception of their ability to manage the crisis and to bring a distinct 
value added to its solution may translate with critical importance into 
how useful they are considered to be by their members and their public. 
Accounting for the media coverage of the three IOs is thus important for 
the positions of the three IOs in the eyes of their own members, for the out-
side view of the power and credibility of the EU and NATO of non-Western 
states, as well as for our understanding of the institutional context of the 
Russia-Ukraine war itself.

Theoretically, I argue that the dynamics of the media coverage of the 
three IOs can be traced to the interaction of the IOs’ authority and man-
date in connection to the Russia-Ukraine war and the key members’ control 
over the IOs. These two underlying institutional features, combined with 
the specific interests of states and other situational factors in the given 
crisis, give the IOs the ability to act and raise the expectations of action. 
And in turn, it is these actions and expectations of action that draw media 
interest towards the bodies ( D E W I L D E 2 019;  PA R I Z E K 2 022) . My core focus, theo-
retical and empirical, is not on a comparison of media visibility across the 
three IOs. Each represents a different type of body geographically (global, 
trans-regional, and regional), in terms of its policy scope (general-purpose, 
task-specific) and in terms of the delegated and pooled authority it enjoys 
( H O O G H E – L E N Z – M A R K S 2 019) . Rather, I am interested in the dynamics of the IOs’ 
media visibility, or how their visibility has developed over time.



Worldwide Media Visibil ity of NATO, the European Union, and  
the United Nations in Connection to the Russia-Ukraine War

18 ▷ czech Journal of international relations 58/1/2023 

The empirical data reveal some striking patterns. Globally, at least 
one of the three IOs appears in 29.9% of the news articles referring to the 
war, which highlights the relevance of IOs for media coverage of the war, 
and justifies the underlying motivation of this paper. Most importantly, 
though, the dynamics of media visibility are unique for each of the three 
IOs. First, NATO figured very prominently in news on the conflict early in 
2022, particularly during the last pre-invasion negotiation attempts and 
the initial weeks of the war, when NATO’s possible actions were discussed. 
Over time, though, as it became manifest that it would not be directly in-
volved in the conflict militarily unless it spilled over to its members’ terri-
tory, NATO’s media visibility decreased dramatically. This seems to suggest 
that the Russian narrative portraying the war as one between Russia and 
NATO failed to secure a global reception. Second, I find that the EU has 
succeeded in maintaining a prominent position in media around the world 
throughout the crisis. This reflects its coherent foreign policy approach 
to the war and a series of unprecedented actions on its part, especially in 
connection to the sanctions imposed on Russia. Third, in the case of the 
UN, a significant variation over time is visible. While the UN was expect-
ed to take strong action in response to the invasion, in line with the key 
UN Charter’s provisions, the organization quickly exhausted its mandate 
for collective action due to Russia’s veto power in the UN SC.1 However, as 
new globally relevant agendas where the UN was able to become highly 
active, e.g. in connection to food security and nuclear hazards, emerged 
over time, the UN media visibility has rebounded forcefully in the summer 
and early autumn of 2022.

These insights are based on a uniquely sizable dataset tracking the 
content of more than 2.9 million carefully sampled online news articles 
from 2247 media outlets and 202 states and territories that were published 
between January and September 2022. Non-English content, accounting 
for 81% of the analysed news in 59 different languages, was automatical-
ly translated to English to provide for a consistent analysis of media con-
tent across the world. The geographical coverage of this dataset, based on 
the large infrastructure of the project GLOWIN (Global Flows of Political 
Information),2 is unparalleled in existing sources. Natural language pro-
cessing tools, primarily dictionary techniques enhanced with regular ex-
pressions, were used for extracting references in the news to the war and 
the three IOs and their key personnel. This procedure identified a reference 
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to the war in 449,277 articles, or 15% of the analyzed news articles from 
all over the world. Within this group, at least one of the three IOs was re-
ferred to in 134,132 articles (29.9%). This was further complemented by 
a detection of references to several key states and several of the most im-
portant topics associated with references to the three IOs. 

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS, MEDIA, AND THE WAR

The Russia-Ukraine war represents a prominent challenge to the Liberal 
International Order (LIO), as it negates both of its constitutive compo-
nents: the notion of a rules-based order, and its liberal content ( L A K E – M A RT I N 

– R I S S E 2 02 1) . In many regards, the war is a manifestation of the continuing 
importance of brute material power politics. Interestingly, though, the 
war is anything but free of institutional relevance. The root causes of the 
war, whether true or alleged, are closely tied with the EU and NATO mem-
bership aspirations of Ukraine. And the UN should be, at the very least, 
instrumental in finding the solution to the war. In an analytically remark-
able situation, international institutions and power politics become inter-
twined (S C H W E L L E R – PR I E S S 199 7) .

My interest lies in exploring how these institutions fare in their me-
dia visibility in connection to the war. The media appearance of politicians 
and political institutions is vitally important in our era of mediated politics 
( B E N N E T T – E N T M A N 20 0 0) , and it is widely recognised that media constitute one 
of the battlefields on which wars are fought ( F R E E DM A N 20 06) . The importance 
of the media visibility of the three IOs stems from two factors. First, two 
of the three IOs are indirectly involved in the war, and they clearly take 
one of the sides. For both the EU and NATO, which narrative of the war 
and their involvement in it becomes dominant is crucial for the formation 
of attitudes of the public and the elites in countries directly affected by 
the war as well as those more distant ( M I S K I M M ON – O ’ L O U G H L I N – RO S E L L E 2 013) . 
For a decade, the central Russian narrative has centred on its legitimate 
interest in the defence of the nation and the broader Russian community 
( B ROW N 2 018 :  178) , the threats of Western interventionism combined with the 
global dominance of the U.S., including its dominance over the “puppet” 
Western European governments (S C H M I T T 2 018), and the irrational Western 
fear of Russia ( V E N T S E L E T A L .  2 02 1) . If this narrative were to prevail globally, it 
would deal a major blow to the legitimacy of Western positions towards the 
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war, and to the ability of Western states to secure support from non-West-
ern states and deter their alignment with Russia on the grounds of their 
shared anti-Americanism. In this sense, the media image of the bodies is 
crucial for their credibility and strength-perception among other states.  
As I discuss below, this question of the prevailing narratives is linked em-
pirically to the media visibility of the two bodies, as well as that of the UN. 

Second, in the long-term, the appearance of IOs in media is crucial for 
their legitimacy and public support (S C H M I D T K E 2019;  R AU H – B ÖD E K E R 2016;  TA L L B E RG 

– Z Ü R N 2 019) . Media coverage of IOs may differ from public perceptions of 
IOs, and public perceptions of IOs may only translate to public attitudes 
towards IOs over longer periods of time. Yet, the public image of IOs, and 
how their appearance in media is connected to their legitimation, are be-
coming increasingly important not only for scholars, but also in the IOs’ 
own eyes ( E C K E R- E H R H A R D T 2 018A ) and for the IOs and member states’ leaders 
( D E W I L D E 2 022) . The systematic study of media coverage of IOs has been re-
ceiving increased scholarly attention ( E C K E R- E H R H A R D T 2 012 ;  PA R I Z E K 2 022 ;  R AU H 

– Z Ü R N 2 02 0 ;  S O M M E R E R E T A L .  2 022) , including in connection with crises ( M O N Z A 

– A N D U I Z A 2 016 ;  S C H L I PPH A K – M E I N E R S – K I R AT L I 2 022) . This study is unique, in com-
parison to the existing studies of IO visibility, in its global geographical 
scope, its use of news materials in several dozen languages, its coverage 
of more than 2000 media outlets and, of course, its specific focus on the 
case of the Russia-Ukraine war.

But how do we actually account for the media visibility of IOs theo-
retically? What makes IOs newsworthy, both in general and in connection 
to the war? A good starting point for theorizing about this question is the 
Political Communication literature. Harcup and O’Neill, building on the 
classical schemes by Galtung and Ruge (1965) and Schulz (1982) , identify no 
less than nineteen general characteristics of events, institutions, and per-
sons that make them newsworthy. These are further grouped into larger 
features of the reported-on subjects, including the elite status of the source 
of news, the valence of the topic, its relevance to the audience, their identi-
fication with the reported-on subject, and others ( H A RC U P – O ’ N E I L L 2 0 01) . This 
framework has also been highlighted in one study of media visibility of 
the EU, though so far only theoretically ( D E W I L D E 2019) . Alternative accounts 
from Political Communication would highlight, for example, systemat-
ic variation across media systems, e.g. in the visibility of foreign news in 
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general ( A A L B E RG E T A L .  2 013) , or, on the contrary, the convergence of political 
news content on the global level (C U R R A N E T A L .  2 017) . 

For my specific task, however, these frameworks appear overly gen-
eral. The media systems literature can be useful in guiding an analysis 
exploring primarily cross-national (cross-system) variation. The news 
value approach itself appears more suitable, yet the generic news value 
criteria discussed in Political Communication are satisfied by default 
when it comes to reporting on a major war. For a more nuanced analysis, 
these frameworks need to be supplemented with insights specific to the 
IOs themselves. I thus put theorizing about IOs and their role in the war at the 
core of my thinking. More concretely, I develop a simple model where the 
underlying institutional structure meets with specific situational factors, 
especially concrete interests of major states and the nature of the crisis 
itself, to allow for IO action. This action performed by the IOs, or the ex-
pectation of action from them among media audiences, then nurtures the 
interest of media in what the IOs do and fail to do. 

I develop the theoretical model in four simple steps that are summa-
rized in  . First (I), IOs are provided with the authority to take decisions and 
adopt and implement policies (political authority), as well as to interpret 
the world and provide information, expertise and normative evaluations 
of political reality (epistemic authority) ( H O O G H E – L E N Z – M A R K S 2 019;  Z Ü R N E T A L . 

2 012 ;  Z Ü R N – T O K H I – B I N D E R 2 02 1) . They are granted this authority to help states 
solve collective action problems in a specific policy field. At the same time, 
their ability to act is constrained by how states limit the exercise of that 
authority by the means of their control over the IOs ( H AW K I N S E T A L .  20 06;  H E L D T 

– S C H M I D T K E 2017) . A key formal control mechanism typically embodied in IOs 
is high-level decision-making by states. Informal control mechanisms are 
also in place, and they are available for use especially by the most powerful 
states ( D IJ K S T R A 2 015 ;  PA R I Z E K – S T E PH E N 2 02 1 ;  S T ON E 2 011) . In all three bodies, dele-
gated supranational authority is relatively low, and consensus or unanim-
ity prevails as a decision-making rule in matters of war and peace. This is 
the case with the veto powers of the permanent members of the UN SC, 
the unanimity rules applied in some areas in the Council of the EU, the 
decision-making in the European Council, and the consensus rule in the 
North Atlantic Council.
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Second (II), this underlying institutional structure is filled with 
the political content of the specific situation. States exercise their influ-
ence and control over the IOs depending on their interests in the given 
crisis. The IOs seek to take such courses of action as seem fit based on the 
nature of the crisis itself, the relevance of their mandate for it, their avail-
able resources, the nature of the problems that need to be addressed, and 
similar factors.

Third (III), the combination of the underlying institutional structure 
and the factors specific to the situation create concrete opportunities for 
the IOs to act, and raise the expectations of such action. Given the con-
crete balances of factors in (I) and (II), the IOs choose their course of ac-
tion, and relevant audiences develop expectations that action should be 
taken by a particular IO. The expectations are likely to vary across IOs 
and over time, based on the institutional structure and the situational 
factors. They are also likely to vary across audiences. They may be more 
intense, for example, among those who see a particular crisis situation as 
highly urgent. But more generally, it may easily happen that expectations 
about IOs’ actions are raised, but the IOs are not provided with the means 
to implement their mandate, or are simply prevented from doing so due 
to a lack of agreement among the member states. After all, this is what the 
long-standing debate on the capability-expectations gap of the EU in for-
eign affairs has been addressing ( H I L L 1993) and what has also been raised as 
an important problem specifically in connection with the Russia-Ukraine 
war ( BA H E N S K Ý 2 022 :  66 – 69) .

Finally, fourth (IV), I posit that it is precisely these actions that the 
IOs take in connection with the war, or the actions they can be expected 
to take, that drive the IOs’ media visibility. These actions and expectations 
of action are likely to be associated with the relevance of the IOs for audi-
ences, their identification with them, specific events that can be reported 
on, and further factors that will make the IOs newsworthy ( D E W I L D E 2019:  1196) . 
It is likely that in the context of the war, especially actions drawing on the 
IOs’ political authority, often with material implications, will draw media 
attention. At the same time, actions in the form of information provision 
or normative evaluation that draw on the IOs’ epistemic authority, may 
also be seen as newsworthy.3
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F I G U R E 1 :  T H E T H E O R E T I CA L M OD E L
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The key observable implication of this theorizing is that in the Russia-
Ukraine war, the visibility of IOs should reflect the degree to which the 
IOs take tangible actions, or can be broadly expected to take such actions 
based on their mandate. As I discuss in sections 4, 5, and 6 below, for each 
of the three IOs this general framework will translate into slightly differ-
ent political dynamics, but its underlying logic is applicable across all of 
them. The Russia-Ukraine war is an excellent case that can be used to test 
this general framework, given the media prominence of the war itself, as 
well as the involvement of the three major IOs discussed in this paper in 
the conflict.

DATA AND DESCRIPTIVE EVIDENCE

To measure the media visibility of the three IOs in connection to the war, 
I perform a large scale automated analysis of the content of news media 
around the world. The data I use come from a dataset developed with-
in the project GLOWIN. In this section, I briefly describe how the data is 
sampled, collected and processed, and how I extract relevant information 
from it. As the development of the dataset was a collective endeavour, for 
its description I turn to the plural ‘we’; when returning to my own analy-
sis, I return to the singular ‘I’.

The key source for media content mapping in our project is GDELT, 
or the Global Database of Events, Language, and Tone (G D E LT 2 022 ;  L E E TA RU – 

S C H ROD T 2013) . GDELT covers the content of news media in virtually all coun-
tries of the world. However, to secure full control over the data generation 
process, in GLOWIN we only rely on GDELT for obtaining a simple initial 
list of news articles’ URLs. We then collect a random sample of 10% of 
the articles on this list. Typically, this results in around 30–40,000 news 
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articles per day of data. We then extract the full texts from the download-
ed html files of the articles. 

In the next step, we connect this data with systematic data on 
the audience geography of each website (media outlet) as estimated by 
Amazon’s Alexa Web Services ( A L E X A W E B I N F O R M AT I O N S E RV I C E 2 02 1) . We use 
this extensive filter to only keep in the analysis media outlets that rank 
500 or higher in at least one country of the world. The websites (outlets) 
which do not qualify based on this criterion are discarded. Applying this 
filter reduces the volume of data retained by approximately 65–70%, so 
we are typically left with around 10–15,000 downloaded and technically 
pre-processed (cleaned) articles per day of data.

A major challenge for any project seeking to map the content of news 
media across many countries comes with the multiplicity of languages 
spoken across the world. Our data source tracked content in 60 languages 
in 2022. To be able to process the downloaded data consistently, we au-
tomatically translate the downloaded non-English content using Google 
Translate. 19% of the analysed articles were originally in English, while the 
remaining 81% were translated from one of 59 other languages. In total, 
this leads to more than 3.6 million articles across the first nine months 
of 2022. However, to detect as closely as possible individual national rep-
resentations of the war, I further restrict the range of data used and only 
work with those articles from our larger database that are in the official 
or other widely spoken languages of the audience country. This restriction 
to national language news articles reduces the volume of data used in the 
estimation to around 2.9 million articles. 

I detect references to the key entities of interest using a string de-
tection search enhanced with regular expressions. First, references to the 
war are detected with references to the two states directly involved: Russia 
and Ukraine. This is justified for two reasons. The first is that the topic of 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine has been all-permeating in foreign news 
reporting on the two states since February 2022. The second is that tracing 
news on Russia and Ukraine, as opposed to, for example, “war” or “inva-
sion”, enables me to compare the dynamics before and after the outbreak 
of the war, where the vocabulary used by media to refer to news about the 
conflict changed over time.
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Second, the estimation of the media visibility of the three IOs is 
based on the frequency of references to the IOs’ official names (e.g. United 
Nations), the usual informal names and abbreviations (e.g., UN, EU, NATO) 
and the leading organization representatives (e.g. the UN Secretary General 
Guterres). Such a simple dictionary based approach is usual in studies on 
visibility (salience) of IOs in media (S OM M E R E R E T A L .  2022) or in other politically 
relevant texts, such as parliamentary speeches ( R AU H – D E W I L D E 2018) . The full 
list of the detected search terms is included in Appendix I.

Third, I complement this analysis with a detection of the key topics 
the three IOs are connected with in the context of the war. The purpose is 
to provide further validation to the analysis of the dynamics of the media 
attention to the three IOs. It enables me to identify the reasons why media 
report on the IOs, or the agendas associated with the reporting. The list of 
topics reflects the areas most directly associated with actions, or expecta-
tions of action, by the three IOs in the period January–September 2022. It 
thus closely reflects the logic of the theoretical framework of this article. 
The six specific topics mapped are, in alphabetical order, 1) “Economy and 
sanctions”, 2) “Energy”, 3) “Food security”, 4) “Nuclear threat”, 5) “Refugees 
and migration”, and 6) “Weapons and military”. Each topic is associated 
with a short list of keywords, as summarised in Appendix I. The topic is 
marked as present in the article if at least one of the keywords from the 
list appears in the text.

Finally, I also detect references to several selected states beyond 
Ukraine and Russia themselves. These serve as useful visibility bench-
marks for the individual IOs. Specifically, I search for references to the 
U.S. as the largest NATO member, France and Germany as the largest EU 
members, Poland as the EU member most sizably involved in, or affected 
by, flows of refugees from and material to Ukraine, and China and India 
as the non-Western great powers closest to the war. In all these cases, the 
visibility of the given state in connection to the war is based on the fre-
quency of references to the state’s usual informal name (e.g. France, the 
U.S., China), including the adjectival form (e.g. French), and the name of 
the head of state (e.g. Biden). The list of these state-related search terms 
is included in Appendix I.
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Overall, the procedures described above lead to a dataset with 
2,887,412 individual news articles that are considered in the analysis. These 
come from 2,247 media outlets, and were read by audiences in 202 states 
and territories. Out of these, 449,277 refer explicitly to Ukraine or Russia 
and are thus considered relevant for the analysis of the media coverage of 
the three IOs in relation to the war. From these, 134,132, i.e. 29.9%, also 
contain a reference to one of the three IOs. Based on audience geography 
data (see above), a news article referring to the war is read, on average, in 
2.62 states. There are, in total, 6,626,177 country-article data points, out 
of which 1,176,933 (≈ 449,277 × 2.62) contain a reference to the war (or 
more precisely, to Russia or Ukraine). These almost 1.2 million points of 
data serve as the basis for calculations for all other figures and descrip-
tive statistics in this article. Appendix II shows the distribution of these 
news items over time. 

In all the figures in this article, I depict visibility scores calculated 
as averages from figures for each individual state. Each news article is first 
analysed individually and, based on audience geography data, associated 
with a particular audience country (or countries, if the outlet is read in 
more than one country). The visibility score for the given search term in 
an audience country is calculated as the frequency (in percent) of the rel-
evant keyword’s occurrence in news articles published in the country, i.e. 
a figure between 0 and 100. From these country-level data, the regional 
and global aggregate scores are calculated as simple averages unweight-
ed by the population size of the state or the number of articles analysed.4 

In Appendix III, I present evidence of the robustness of this measurement 
under varying specifications of the search terms used.

NATO

I now turn to the discussion of the three IOs’ visibility in the news cover-
age of the war, starting with NATO. Based on my theoretical framework, 
the key question for NATO is whether it is seen as taking courses of action 
that make it relevant for the war, or is expected to take such actions by 
media audiences. The difficulty with NATO, however, is that views differ 
dramatically on precisely this question. 
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I start first with the view that sees NATO as a key actor, or at least 
a potentially important actor in the war, and thus with reasons why NATO 
should be highly media-visible in connection to the war. NATO and its 
eastward expansion are systematically presented by Russia as the ulti-
mate cause of the war, and in that regard NATO is portrayed as a highly 
relevant, if not the key actor of the war. In the months and weeks directly 
preceding the Russian invasion of Ukraine, NATO and its members were 
engaged in a series of high-level talks at the Russia-NATO level, seeking 
to avert the imminent Russian attack ( N AT O 2 022 B ,  2 022 C) . Immediately after 
the invasion, and well into March 2022, a significant debate on the imposi-
tion of a no-fly zone over Ukraine by Western forces, and possible risks of 
a spill over of the conflict on NATO territory, drove attention to the risks 
of direct military engagement with Russian forces and the possible need 
for NATO’s involvement. In relation to that, throughout the crisis NATO 
has by no means refrained from demonstrating its unity and resolve in its 
support for Ukraine. Internally, NATO and its most powerful members 
have been repeatedly voicing their iron-clad commitment to the Alliance, 
vowing to defend “every inch” of NATO members’ territory ( N AT O 2 022 D) . 
Externally, NATO members have been supplying Ukraine with critically 
important military and non-military equipment, including advanced weap-
ons systems. Also, a large part of the NATO membership is involved in the 
imposition of drastic economic sanctions against Russia.

More generally, if the Ukraine crisis is seen by some as the fault of 
the “West”, and NATO’s openness to eastward expansion as an unneces-
sary provocation of Russia that is threatening its vital national interests 
and security, NATO is a highly relevant actor to the conflict (G Ö T Z – S TAU N 

2022 ;  M E A R S H E I M E R 2014;  WA LT 2022) . While empirical research often dismisses the 
prominence of the “broken promise” explanation for Russia’s aggression 
( M A R T E N 2 02 0) and the factual correctness of the assertions of this position 
(S H I F R I N S ON 2 016) , clearly the Russian narrative has a prominent place in de-
bates about the war and an important line of scholarly thinking supports 
it ( FO R E I G N A F FA I R S 2 022) . All these factors have been driving strong interest in 
NATO’s actions, or expectations of its (possible) actions, towards the war. 

Second, on the other hand, from the very beginning, NATO has been 
seeking to strike a particular balance between supporting Ukraine force-
fully, and at the same time not being directly involved in a confrontation 
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with Russia militarily. In the war, NATO finds itself in an increasingly 
tight security dilemma with Russia, and this is directly projected into its 
tamed rhetoric and directly visible action towards the war. This is well 
represented in the NATO 2022 Strategic Concept, where it is stated that 
the “Russian Federation is the most significant and direct threat to Allies’ secu-
rity”, but also that “NATO does not seek confrontation and poses no threat to the 
Russian Federation” ( N AT O 2 022 A :  3) . Or similarly, as put by Secretary-General 
Stoltenberg in reaction to the Russian attempted annexation of Ukrainian 
eastern regions in September 2022, “NATO is not party to the conflict. But 
we will continue to support Ukraine, for as long as it takes” ( N AT O 2 022 E) . As 
a result of this strategically ambiguous position, from the very beginning 
NATO and its key states have done much to demonstrate that NATO is 
not directly involved in the war, and will not be as long as Russian actions 
do not directly threaten NATO members themselves ( N AT O 2 022 D) . After all, 
NATO’s mandate and the commitment to collective defence embodied in 
Article V of the Washington Treaty do not extend to non-members.

Moreover, if anything, in the last years two major challenges for 
NATO have been that of the contributions of its members in the form of 
their national defence spending levels (O D E H N A L – N E U BAU E R 2 02 0) , and that of 
the credibility of the US commitment to the Alliance in connection with 
the US’s deepening engagement in the Indo-Pacific region at the expense 
of Europe ( B E L L E T A L .  2022 :  550 –551) . From the perspective of NATO, the prima-
ry concern in the last years has not been the perils of NATO’s expansion, 
but rather whether the Alliance represents a genuine community reach-
ing beyond a mere contractual relationship that can be easily reneged on 
( D E U T S C H – B U R R E L L – K A N N 1957;  H O O G H E – L E N Z – M A R K S 2 019;  C F.  M I Č KO 2 02 1) .

Empirical evidence shows support for both of these partly oppos-
ing expectations, and in particular their changing relevance over time. As 
visualized in Figure 2, in early 2022, especially in January and February, 
NATO was associated with the rising tensions and the war very strongly, 
appearing in up to 17% of the news articles about the conflict. However, its 
visibility in media worldwide has been dramatically decreasing over time. 
By the end of April, the share of articles about the war that mentioned 
NATO was approximately one half of the corresponding share in January 
and February, and it continued to further decline towards around 8% in 
summer 2022. To better interpret these figures, we can compare these levels 
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of visibility of NATO with those of several key NATO members, as present-
ed in Appendix II. The value of approximately 17% of the articles makes 
NATO broadly comparable in visibility to France and Germany in the first 
quarter of 2022, even surpassing their values by around 2–4 percentage 
points. At the same time this high visibility level is still approximately half 
of that of the US in that period. From around mid-2022, as NATO’s associ-
ation with the war declines, it gradually approaches the visibility values of 
Poland, approximately half of those of France and Germany, and a quar-
ter the values for the US. Clearly, over time, NATO has been increasingly 
dissociated from the war in media globally.

F I G U R E 2 :  NAT O ’ S G L O BA L M E D I A V I S I B I L I T Y I N C ON N E C T I ON T O T H E RU S S I A- U K R A I N E WA R

Note: The shaded area depicts the 95% confidence interval around the estimate calculated as an arithmetic 

mean across all states.

An important caveat is due for interpreting these results, however. 
The figures and the declining trend in NATO visibility pertain specifically 
to the organization, or NATO as an Alliance. The picture we obtain from 
the empirical data is different if we consider the individual NATO mem-
bers, in particular the US, but also France and Germany. As documented 
in Appendix II, all these states are associated with the war continuous-
ly without significant decreases or fluctuations. The U.S. is consistently 
mentioned in nearly 30% of the articles that refer to the war globally. 
Relating the score for NATO to these NATO members may serve as a useful 
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benchmark. Interestingly, there is only a small variation across world re-
gions in levels of media attention to NATO, as it ranges between 11 and 
13% of the articles.

Overall, the aggregate pattern is one of a fairly sizeable media vis-
ibility of NATO in connection to the conflict early in 2022, but a steep 
decrease in it over time. As the expectations of direct military action by 
NATO in the conflict declined, so did NATO’s media visibility.

THE EUROPEAN UNION

The EU is in many regards much more than a usual IO, as it is deeply en-
grained in the domestic political systems of its members and forms a po-
litical system of its own kind ( H I X 2 0 05) . As with NATO and the UN, though, 
there are reasons why the media visibility levels of the EU can be plausi-
bly expected to be either high or low, depending on the EU’s actions and 
expectations of its actions.

On the one hand, the EU’s foreign policy agenda is dominated by the 
principal challenge of actorness, cohesion and collective action ( K E U K E L E I R E 

– D E L R E U X 2 022 :  1 ;  N I E M A N N – B R E T H E R T ON 2 013) . The EU’s engagement with foreign 
policy objectives has been always marred by the capability-expectations 
gap, or the limited actorness of the EU as a whole and its limited presence 
in key global foreign policy agendas (G I N S B E RG 1999;  H I L L 1993) . The EU mandate 
in foreign affairs is more limited than, for example, in internal market, and 
unity of positions is always at stake in unanimous decision-making. In this 
specific case, the dangers to EU actorness have been furthered by a slow 
change in the German attitude towards Russia ( B U N D E 2022 ;  D R I E D G E R 2022) and 
the close ties of some of the member state governments to Russia and their 
critical stance towards the sanctions regime imposed on it after the 2014 
annexation of Crimea (G O U L D -DAV I E S 2 02 0 ;  P O RT E L A E T A L .  2 02 1) . This creates a sit-
uation ripe for disunity and, as a consequence, also for a breakdown of 
a common, strong position towards Russia. In such situations, the actor(s) 
with a high media visibility would likely be individual member states, such 
as France or Germany, or NATO rather than the EU itself ( H I L L 1993 :  309) .

On the other hand, there are also good reasons to expect the EU me-
dia visibility to be high. Empirically, so far the EU has been acting relatively 
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unitedly; to a large extent it has overcome the low expectations regarding 
its ability to act forcefully towards Russia in the economic realm, and it 
has also faced high expectations for how it would handle especially the 
refugee and energy crises. First, from the very beginning, the EU has been 
using its considerable economic power to strategically pursue its interests 
( E U RO PE A N U N I ON E XT E R NA L AC T I ON S E RV I C E 2022) . It has delivered manifest, sizeable, 
repeated action in the form of extremely severe economic sanctions (which 
it coordinates with the US and several other states). Secondly and highly 
importantly from the long-term perspective, the EU has granted Ukraine 
the candidate status on June 23, 2022. This is a prime case of a strong, 
tangible action at the EU level. The close relationship between the EU and 
Ukraine has also been highlighted by the fact that the EU institutions’ 
leaders have paid repeated visits to Kyiv: the EU Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen visited it already in April 2022 and then made several 
more visits to it, and the Council President Charles Michel also visited it 
several times. Third, the EU has also been directly affected by the war, not 
least by the refugee influx – especially in the first months of the war – and 
later particularly by the impeding energy crisis induced by the effective 
closure of gas supplies from Russia. All these instances of manifest action 
by the EU, enabled by the relatively high degree of unity among EU mem-
bers so far and the considerable authority of the Community, especially 
in the economic realm, should lead us to expect the EU media visibility in 
connection to the war to be relatively high.

Empirical evidence seems to heavily support this view that reflects 
the de facto high degree of unity and ability to act forcefully on the part of 
the EU. Figure  3 presents the key data. The overall media visibility of the 
EU in connection to Ukraine and Russia, has been relatively low before 
the start of the war. Since the war’s outbreak, however, the EU visibility 
has risen and then remained stable at around 15% of the articles about 
the war globally. This makes the score for the EU higher than the scores 
for Germany and France, the most powerful EU members (cf. Figure A2 
in Appendix II).

Importantly, it is not only the media in the EU states themselves that 
report about the EU. True, the EU is indeed most visible among European 
countries, with 19.7% of the articles on the war from them containing ref-
erences to the EU. But the EU has been consistently highly reported on 
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also in all other regions, with around 15–17% of the articles from them 
containing mentions of it. The overall picture of high EU visibility is thus 
consistent worldwide. This finding is interesting in relation to the general 
scepticism about the EU and its foreign policy actorness in regions outside 
of Europe, as highlighted above (S E E L A I – BAC ON – H O L L A N D 2022) for a discussion 
of Asian states’ perspectives on the EU.

F I G U R E 3 :  T H E E U ’ S G L O BA L M E D I A V I S I B I L I T Y I N C ON N E C T I ON T O T H E RU S S I A- U K R A I N E WA R

Note: The shaded area depicts the 95% confidence interval around the estimate calculated as an arithmetic 

mean across all states.

The observation of a strong media visibility of the EU is closely in 
line also with the topics the EU has been associated with in connection to 
the war. As shown i  4, the most prominent topic associated with the EU 
in this regard has been “Economy and sanctions,” which is in line with my 
theoretical framework and the strong course of action taken by the EU in 
this realm. Keywords reflecting the topic have been appearing in around 
60–70% of the articles mentioning the EU throughout the war. At the same 
time, the topic has been forcefully joined by “Energy” since July, with both 
reaching equal prominence by September 2022. In addition, more than 
40% of the articles referring to the EU also refer to “Weapons and mili-
tary.” And toward the end of the period, the topic “Nuclear threat” has also 
been growing dynamically in association with the EU, from less than 10% 
of the articles in summer to more than 25% of the articles in September 
(though the score for it was close to 20% in March as well). The chart also 
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shows considerable attention to “Refugees and migration” with a peak of 
attention to this topic in April at close to 20% of the articles, as well as 
a prominent presence of issues associated with “Food security,” which was 
at around 20% over the summer. These insights highlight the very strong 
position of economy in news reporting on the war, but also the multiplicity 
of policy areas for which the EU’s actions, or expectations of action, are 
highly relevant, thus making the EU newsworthy in connection to the war.

F I G U R E 4:  R E P O R T I N G ON T H E E U I N C ON N E C T I ON T O T H E WA R , A N D T H E A S S O C I AT E D T O PI C S

Note: The shaded area depicts the 95% confidence interval around the estimate calculated as an arithmetic 

mean across all states.

Overall, the strong media visibility of the EU reflects the robust ac-
tions taken by the EU across different policy fields. This was in turn ena-
bled by the relatively high cohesion of EU members’ interests and the ex-
tensive authority of EU institutions in various matters related to the war.

THE UNITED NATIONS

Finally, the United Nations represents a yet different case for the analysis of 
media visibility of IOs in the context of the war. The UN is a body respon-
sible for maintaining international peace and security (Art. 1 of the UN 
Charter) and in this sense from the very beginning of the war, the expec-
tations regarding concrete action by the UN were high. Matters of war and 
peace are at the core of the UN’s mandate and the Charter pools authority 
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among member states for that purpose, especially through chapters VI 
and VII, and it delegates considerable authority to the UN Secretariat in 
this field (C RON I N – H U R D 2 0 0 8) . It also has a broad mandate in areas related to 
crises, such as humanitarian affairs and refugee crises. At the same time, 
the permanent members of the UN SC maintain strict control over the core 
prerogatives of the UN in security matters through their veto power (Art 
27.3). There are thus major limitations embedded in the UN architecture 
on what the UN can achieve in the security realm in the absence of con-
sensus among the UN SC permanent members.

Based on my theoretical framework, this ambiguity of the UN’s and 
the UN SC’s position and scope for action is likely to be reflected in the 
media visibility of the UN. On the one hand, we should expect the media 
visibility of the UN to be very strong because of its unique mandate for 
dealing with international crises, but on the other hand we should expect 
the media visibility of the UN to decline dramatically over time, as it be-
came apparent early on that the UN itself had no material means to pre-
vent the invasion and re-establish peace; in other words we should expect 
that the expectations inherent in the UN’s ambitious mandate will most 
likely not be met by action. Once the UN GA resolution ES11/1 condemn-
ing the invasion was passed on March 2, once the ICJ ruling requesting 
the withdrawal of Russian forces was issued on March 16, and once several 
(important) symbolic steps were taken by UN bodies, such as the outvot-
ing of Russia in the Human Rights Council on April 7, it soon became clear 
that the ability of the UN to materially interfere with Russia’s actions was 
mostly exhausted. As a result, we should expect the UN’s media visibility 
to decline.

However, as alluded to above, the breadth of the UN mandate, cov-
ering virtually all spheres of international life, allows for the organization 
to be active outside of the purview of the Security Council and the realm 
of security proper, but still in areas highly relevant to the war. In line with 
that, we should expect the UN to seek to use these areas as extensively 
as possible, and its activity in them should likely draw media attention. 
These matters pertain to critical areas such as the refugee crisis, the food 
crisis and the danger of famines especially in the Horn of Africa due to 
the effective closure of Ukrainian grain exports, as well as the hazards 
surrounding Ukrainian nuclear power plants and the threats of the use of 
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nuclear weapons by the Russian Federation. These are all areas in which 
the UN and especially the Secretary General Antonio Guterres have been 
highly active. As a result, the media visibility of the UN in connection to 
these areas can be expected to be significant.

Empirical data paint a picture closely reflecting the balance between 
these two forces. First, the UN has received substantial coverage in relation 
to the war globally, appearing in around 9% of the articles related to the 
war. This is a figure that is broadly comparable to how visible China has 
been in connection to the war (cf. Appendix II). Secondly, and most inter-
estingly, the media visibility of the UN has been developing dynamically 
over time. As visualized i 5, the media visibility of the UN has been growing 
steeply over the first months of the year, peaking in March and April with 
the UN SC discussions and the UN GA Emergency Session in early March. 
After that, the scope for action by the UN and its media attractiveness 
declined forcefully towards summer 2022, namely by around one third 
(from approximately 9.5% to 6.5% of the news articles). However, again in 
line with the discussion above, the UN’s media visibility has been growing 
steeply from the summer onwards, reaching more than 13% by September 
(with values comparable to those of France and Germany). Compared to 
the previous two IOs, there is slightly more heterogeneity in the reporting 
intensity of the UN across regions: in Africa the score is as high as 14.5%, 
while in Europe it is a mere 8.5%; in all the remaining regions it is 10–11%.
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F I G U R E 5 :  T H E U N ’ S G L O BA L M E D I A V I S I B I L I T Y I N C ON N E C T I ON T O T H E RU S S I A- U K R A I N E WA R

Note: The shaded area depicts the 95% confidence interval around the estimate calculated as an arithmetic 

mean across all states.  6 supports the interpretation of the overall UN visibility figures by bringing in the topics 

the UN has been associated with (in connection to the war). It shows the initially very strong association with 

“Weapons and military” and “Economy and sanctions” as the overarching topics inherently connected with the 

conflict, which were initially at above 70% of the articles referring to the UN, but later declined to 50–60%. But it 

also shows that the rise in attention to the UN has been associated with several major agendas in which the UN, 

and often the SG himself, have been prominently involved. The first was the “Food security” issue, which peaked 

at close to 45% of the articles, and in which the SG has acted as a mediator, as he mediated the negotiations of 

the Back Sea Grain Initiative between Turkey and Russia and between Turkey and Ukraine in July 2022 (UNIT ED 

NATIONS  2022A) . Especially from August onwards, the rapid increase in attention to the UN has been driven by its 

association with the topics of “Energy” and “Nuclear threat,” with each of them reaching above 40% of the articles. 

In cooperation with the IAEA, the UN has been actively involved in promoting the deployment of a monitoring 

mission to the Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant, and the UN SC has been repeatedly condemning Russia’s threats 

of using nuclear weapons (UNIT ED NATIONS  2022B) . The refugee crisis is also well visible in the data, with the 

topic “Refugees and migration” peaking in March and April at around 30% of the UN-mentioning articles.

F I G U R E 6:  R E P O R T I N G ON T H E U N I N C ON N E C T I ON T O T H E WA R , A N D T H E A S S O C I AT E D T O PI C S
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Note: The shaded area depicts the 95% confidence interval around the estimate calculated as an arithmetic 

mean across all states.

Overall, also for the UN, we detect a clear pattern where the media 
visibility of the organization is strongly associated with concrete actions 
by it, or especially with the expectations of (possible) action by it at the 
beginning of the war. These were, in turn, enabled or constrained by key 
states’ interests and, of course, the formal control over the UN SC deci-
sion-making enjoyed by its permanent members. 

CONCLUSIONS

The findings presented in this article have important theoretical and 
practical implications for the EU, NATO and the UN, as well as for our 
understanding of the Russia-Ukraine war. Theoretically, tracing the media 
visibility of the individual IOs over time indicates a close match between 
their appearances in media and the scope of their action, and expecta-
tions of their action, in relation to the war. In all three cases, the inter-
action between the IOs’ authority and mandate and the constraints that 
may be imposed on their action by the member states, as well as specific 
situational factors, opens the space for the IOs’ concrete action, and rais-
es the expectation of such action. The actions in turn drive the media vis-
ibility of the IOs. The underlying institutional structure, combined with 
specific situational factors reflecting the development of the crisis, thus 
defines the space that IOs may use to act, and media reflect this in their 
reporting on the IOs.

This general logic translates directly, though not uniformly, into the 
practical challenges faced by the three IOs, especially in connection to the 
global narratives on the IOs. First, the empirical results for NATO strongly 
suggest that the Russian narrative that the war is primarily one between 
Russia and NATO, rather than a Russian invasion of Ukraine, has not stuck 
globally. If we find that NATO is increasingly dissociated from the war in 
media globally, it appears that media worldwide do not consider NATO 
itself a key actor involved in the war. Having said that, the empirical data 
also show that the patterns of decreasing visibility of NATO do not apply 
to individual NATO members. For them – and in this context especially 
for the US – no trend of decreasing association with the war is visible. It 
may well be, then, that the war is globally perceived at least to some ex-
tent as a war between Russia and the US-led “West”, but it seems not to 
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be associated with NATO itself. This is a possibility warranting further 
exploration and scholarly attention (C F.  S C H M I T T 2 018 :  11) .

Second, the empirical data reveal a consistently stable and relative-
ly high degree of media visibility of the EU in association with the war. 
This is surely at least partly a result of the fact that many EU members 
are directly affected by the war, but it also clearly demonstrates that it is 
not only the individual states that are discussed in connection to the war, 
but also the EU as a whole ( H I L L 1993 ;  K E U K E L E I R E – D E L R E U X 2 022) . This is further 
supported by the observation that the EU has been forcefully associated 
in media globally with the prominent topics of “Economy and sanctions” 
and, later on, especially “Energy.” These are areas in which the EU as 
a whole has been acting with an unexpected degree of cohesion and as-
sertiveness. The fact that the global coverage of the EU reflects this abili-
ty to act, at least quantitatively, is probably good news for the EU and the 
perception of its otherwise often challenged actorness in foreign policy 
matters. At the very least, the narrative of the (relatively) declining West, 
with Europe representing the weaker part of it, is not supported by these 
findings (C F.  M I S K I M M ON – O ’ L O U G H L I N – RO S E L L E 2 013) . Whether a dominant “new 
narrative” of European integration can emerge as a result of the EU’s ac-
tions remains to be seen, however ( D E W I L D E 2 022) .

Finally, third, the empirical evidence illustrates well the struggle of 
the UN to maintain relevance in the face of the conflict and the de facto 
blockage of the Security Council. It shows a decline in media coverage of 
the UN over the course of spring 2022 as the UN appeared materially large-
ly irrelevant for the crisis, but it had a strong rebound over the summer 
with the SC’s involvement in the crises related to the war but outside of 
the direct control of the blocked UN SC, especially in connection to food 
security, energy supplies, and nuclear hazards. It appears that the breadth 
and robustness of the UN help it tackle a major challenge to its authority 
by partly by-passing the UN SC (C F.  D E B R E – D IJ K S T R A 2 02 1) . 

For each of the three IOs, the empirical insights presented here are 
important for our understanding of their role in the war, but also, in the 
longer term, for their public image across the world. Further research on 
this topic should proceed in three directions. First, the empirical evidence 
presented here calls for further exploration of possible variation across 
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regions and continuous observation of the dynamics of IO visibility over 
time, and into the next phases of the war. Second, perhaps empirically 
narrower but more detailed analyses should consider more carefully the 
content of the reporting on the war, either by using human coders and 
qualitative content analysis, or by using more advanced automated text 
analysis techniques, such as semantic embeddings combined with machine 
learning ( W I DM A N N – W I C H 2 022) . Third, in line with the debate on the visibility 
of NATO, it will be highly interesting to explore in more detail the rela-
tionship between reporting on the organizations as such, and reporting 
on their member states. Given how important and all-encompassing the 
tension between IOs as bodies, and the member states as typically the key 
decision-makers is, this is a superbly theoretically and empirically inter-
esting problem.
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ENDNOTES

1 Of course, this leaves open the question of political will among other UN members in 

a hypothetical situation in which Russia would not have held veto power in the UN SC. 

2 See <https://glowin.cuni.cz/>.

3 I do not explicitly consider the degree to which the media visibility of IOs may be driven 

by their own activities aimed at increased media visibility for its own sake, or by variation 

in their capability to communicate their actions in media-ready terms (Ecker-Ehrhardt 

2018b). The model is, in principle, compatible with this view as well, although especially 

in connection to the war, actions with material implications are likely to be particularly 

successful in generating media visibility.

4 The definition of regions follows the categorization of the United Nations Statistics 

Division, <https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49/>.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the end of the Cold War, the rise of China to great power status has 
received staggering attention. Scholars have debated whether China rises 
peacefully as a status-quo power, or more violently as a challenger of the 
U.S.-led liberal international order ( A L L A N E T A L .  2018 ;  J O H N S T ON 2019) . They have 
examined all facets of the economic, technological, cultural and political 
competition in the Asia-Pacific and beyond (S H A M BAU G H 2 018 ;  S T E I N B O C K 2 018) , 
tried to sketch out the contours of a Sino-centric regional and global or-
der ( L AY N E 2 018 ;  WA N G – M E N G 2 02 0 ;  X .  W U 2 018) , or traced how China’s neighbours 
have adjusted to U.S.-China relations in the region ( E N VA L L – W I L K I N S 2022 ;  S I N G H 

2 022 A ;  W I L K I N S – K I M 2 022) . 

With the deterioration of the U.S.-China relations in the mid-2010s 
– signified by the recognition of China as America’s “strategic competitor ” 
in the 2017 U.S. National Security Strategy – the Asia-Pacific region’s gen-
eral prospects for war, peace and prosperity have seen intensified inter-
est (S C H R E E R 2 019;  S I N G H 2 022 B) , and scholars have debated whether the United 
States and China are in the midst of a new Cold War ( L AY N E 2 02 0 ;  W E S TA D 

2 019;  Z H AO 2 019) , or even destined for war ( A L L I S ON 2 017;  H E 2 022 ;  Z H A N G – P U 2 019) . In 
short, both policymakers and scholars alike have become preoccupied 
with the United States and China as key actors in global politics, and the 
Asia-Pacific as the region where an interstate war might emerge sooner or 
later. By mid-February 2022, both the United States and China had made 
significant progress in terms of shifting their foreign policy objectives and 
priorities to respond to the realities of the intense rivalry in the Asia-Pacific. 

Against this background, the invasion of Ukraine at the end of 
February 2022 has turned all eyes to Russia as a key offender of interna-
tional norms and rules, and Europe as the unlikely stage of a brutal war 
that has displaced millions. As a watershed moment of the post-Cold War 
era, the purpose of this article is to ask: How does the Ukraine war affect 
the strategic competition between the United States and China, and what 
are the implications for the Asia-Pacific? To answer this question, the ar-
ticle first examines in depth how the United States and China have tried 
to shift their foreign and security policy in a new geopolitical era of bilat-
eral rivalry on the eve of Russia’s invasion. The article then traces both 
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countries’ responses to the Ukraine war during 2022, which is followed by 
a discussion of the implications for security in the Asia-Pacific. 

The article is broadly grounded in analytical eclecticism and thus 
eschews strict adherence to any given research tradition as a way to ap-
preciate the different, interconnected driving forces of foreign policy, and 
advance a pragmatic understanding of knowledge-generation ( K AT Z E N S T E I N – 

S I L 2 0 0 8) . As such, while the article principally focuses on the United States 
and China as the main actors who respond to geopolitical events based 
on an assessment of their short- and long-term interests (including state 
survival), the analysis also incorporates other potentially relevant factors 
in the formulation of foreign policy, including the roles of institutions, be-
liefs, domestic politics, and strategic narratives. The advantage of such an 
approach is that it allows the article to foreground deep empirical analysis 
rather than theoretical complexity; however, some theoretical parsimony 
is lost in the process. The material for this analysis was collected during 
the course of 2022 and consists of hundreds of governmental materials 
(speeches, statements, documents) from official governmental websites 
(e.g., the White House, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs [MOFA]), 
in addition to secondary sources such as news articles reporting on pres-
idential overseas trips, interviews or other relevant events. Most of the 
material is from 2021 and 2022, which corresponds to the time frame of 
the investigation. 

Based on a qualitative analysis of the collected documents, the ar-
ticle argues that although the Ukraine war might in principle have eased 
the tensions in the Asia-Pacific as the new flashpoint in Europe demand-
ed undivided attention, the war and its handling by the United States and 
China have exacerbated their security dilemma in the Asia-Pacific. In 
terms of the United States’ response to the war, the article finds that the 
Biden administration’s basic strategy is to support Ukraine while main-
taining its focus on China as America’s “priority theatre ” ( U. S .  D E PA R T M E N T O F 

D E F E N S E 2 022 A ) . Central to this approach is the promotion of strategic nar-
ratives that portray Europe’s present as Asia’s future, Russia and China 
as similar threats to peace and global order, and Ukraine and Taiwan as 
similar victims. In the short run, doing so has allowed the Biden admin-
istration to craft an anti-authoritarian coalition with both its European 
and Asia-Pacific partners that might be activated both in Europe and in 
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the Asia-Pacific. Yet, the sustainability of this approach is questionable 
while it antagonizes China further. 

In terms of China’s response to the war, the article finds that China 
has initially tried to assume a non-committal, non-confrontational profile. 
While China officially proclaims its neutrality, its position has emerged as 
a complex mixture of words and deeds that oscillate between support for 
Russia, Ukraine, Europe, and, to a more limited degree, also the United 
States. Doing so has allowed China much flexibility. Yet, it has also impeded 
any chance for it to emerge as a constructive party to the crisis, and proved 
to many in the United States and Europe that China was an unreliable great 
power with little interest in upholding international law and order. As the 
war continued, China came to realize that its security was rapidly deteri-
orating as U.S. efforts to craft an anti-authoritarian coalition advanced. 
As a response, China has become an increasingly uninhibited actor in 
pursuit of security. Yet, by trying to counteract the effects of Biden’s co-
alition by strengthening its anti-hegemonic partnerships with countries 
in the Global South, further deepening its relationship with Russia, and 
encouraging European efforts to develop a more independent foreign pol-
icy, China also further reinforces the impression in the United States that 
China is indeed a malign actor bent on remaking the international order. 

In terms of the implications for the Asia-Pacific, both the Unites 
States and China’s response to the Ukraine war is likely to further hasten 
the security dilemma in the region as both states have doubled-down on 
their efforts to be able to confront each other in the foreseeable future, 
while showing limited interest in stabilizing their bilateral relations so 
that they would become a modus vivendi. In short, the Asia-Pacific region 
is becoming increasingly volatile not despite the Ukraine war in Europe, 
but because of it. 
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ON THE EVE OF THE UKRAINE WAR: THE U.S.-CHINA 
STRATEGIC COMPETITION IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC 

All eyes on China: The Biden administration’s pursuit 
of strategic competition 

Even though President Joe Biden reverted many of the policies launched 
under Donald J. Trump upon assuming office in 2021, the China policy 
emerged as one of the few areas of continuity between them as his ad-
ministration agreed that the United States had to seriously overhaul its 
China policy and recognize China for the serious competitor that it was, 
rather than reverting back to the engagement policy of previous decades 
(S U T T E R 2 022) . Indeed, on the eve of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine at the end 
of February 2022, the United States had made major progress in terms of 
reorganizing its foreign and defence priorities to respond to the task of 
“strategic competition” with the “pacing threat ” of China (T H E W H I T E H O U S E 2021C ; 

U. S  D E PA R T M E N T O F D E F E N S E 2 02 1) .

Specifically, the Biden administration adopted a three-pronged ap-
proach centered on the themes of competition, confrontation and coopera-
tion with China, all the while emphasizing America’s allies and partners 
as a central element of any successful management of China (T H E W H I T E 

H O U S E 2 02 1 B ;  U. S  D E PA R T M E N T O F S TAT E 2 02 1 B) . Out of these three themes, the pro-
gress in cooperation (“where necessary”) has been largely limited to climate 
change, where the United States and China agreed they were “committed 
to cooperating with each other and with other countries to tackle the climate 
crisis” ( U. S  D E PA RT M E N T O F S TAT E 2 02 1G) , but otherwise failed to agree on specific 
provisions. In terms of competition, the Biden administration has focused 
on strengthening America’s economic competitiveness, such as through 
infrastructure or research and development expenditure. The original 
‘American Jobs plan’, for instance, was justified as “an investment in America 
that will create millions of good jobs, build our country’s infrastructure, and 
position the United States to out-compete China” (T H E W H I T E H O U S E 2 02 1 D ;  D E S I D E R I O 

2 022) . Moreover, Biden has sought to strengthen the resilience of democ-
racy at home and abroad “against the backdrop of a rise in authoritarianism 
and increasing threats to democracy around the world” (T H E W H I T E H O U S E 2 02 1 E) , 
such as by calling a “summit of democracies” ( U. S  D E PA R T M E N T O F S TAT E 2 02 1 A ) , or 
trying to “rally the world’s democracies” ( B I D E N 2021) . The Biden administration 



The U.S.-Chinese Strategic Competition and the Ukraine 
War: Implications for Asian-Pacific Security

50 ▷ czech Journal of international relations 58/1/2023 

has also confronted unfair Chinese trade practices, espionage and human 
rights violations through tariffs, sanctions and condemnation, and has 
pushed against China’s behavior in the South and East China Sea by con-
ducting the Freedom of Navigation Operations, joint military exercises 
with partners, and weapon sales to Taiwan, and equipping Australia with 
nuclear-powered submarines ( L A RT E R 2021;  M I G L A N I 2020 ;  T H E W H I T E H O U S E 2021 F;  U. S . 

D E PA R T M E N T O F C O M M E RC E 2 02 1 ;  U. S .  D E PA R T M E N T O F S TAT E 2 02 1 E ,  2 02 1 F,  2 02 1 H ;  WA N G 2 022) .

In terms of Biden’s emphasis on alliances and partners, Biden has 
sought to restore trust in America’s commitment to its partners and 
worked towards persuading America’s partners to share his understand-
ing of China as a strategic competitor that should be faced through strong 
alliances. Although the message was reiterated across various occasions 
( B I D E N 2021;  S ON N E – B I R N BAU M 2021;  U. S .  D E PA RT M E N T O F S TAT E 2021C ,  2021 D) , the progress 
prior to the Ukraine war had been relatively slow as America’s partners 
were hesitant to antagonize China due to their economic vulnerabilities; 
their preference for and trust in dialogue, cooperation and trade as means 
to secure amicable relations with China; as well as their doubts regarding 
the sustainability of America’s commitments, especially in the light of the 
2024 presidential elections (C ON G R E S S I ON A L R E S E A RC H S E RV I C E 2 02 1 ;  L E V Y – R É V É S Z 

2 02 1 ;  N I E L S E N – D I M I T ROVA 2 02 1 ;  S AT O RU 2 02 1) . Moreover, despite Biden’s reassur-
ances, the Biden administration has also made several important foreign 
policy decisions without either consulting or notifying its partners first, 
including, for instance, the launch of AUKUS, a trilateral security agree-
ment between the United Kingdom, the United States and Australia which 
irritated its other European partners ( F R E N C H M I N I S T RY FO R E U RO P E A N D FO R E I G N 

A F FA I R S 2 02 1 ;  T H E W H I T E H O U S E 2 02 1 F) . 

In total, what has become clear since early 2021 is that Biden does 
not shy away from difficult, controversial and potentially costly decisions 
to ensure America’s ability to compete with China, and that such an ob-
jective can overrule other concerns, including those of allies and part-
ners. The withdrawal of US forces from Afghanistan in the summer of 
2021 is a case in point. The Biden administration hoped that moving out 
of the Middle East would free up resources, enabling the United States 
to finally properly pivot to the Asia-Pacific. As Biden justified the messy 
withdrawal (which negatively surprised the US’s allies since they had not 
been notified in advance), “our true strategic competitors – China and Russia 
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– would love nothing more than the United States to continue to funnel billions 
of dollars in resources and attention into stabilizing Afghanistan indefinitely” 
(T H E W H I T E H O U S E 2 02 1 E) . 

Rising in a new era: China adjusts to strategic competition

China, in the meanwhile, has also started to adjust to the realities of its 
intense rivalry with the United States in the Asia-Pacific and beyond. For 
decades, the stability of the U.S.-China relations had been a central con-
cern for Chinese policymakers as it was seen as pivotal to safeguarding 
China’s undeterred rise, which, in turn, underpinned the regime’s stability. 
However, with the deterioration of the bilateral relations since around 2016, 
China realized that it could no longer count on an environment favorable 
to its development and security ( WA N G 2 02 1 ;  Z U O 2 02 1) . Publicly, Chinese dip-
lomats continued to emphasize mutual respect, peaceful coexistence and 
a win-win cooperation as the only way forward in the U.S.-China relation, 
rejected any “Cold War mentality” and criticized the “China threat ” thesis as 
overblown since China, its intentions and interests were misunderstood 
or mischaracterized by the West ( M O FA 2 02 0B ,  2 02 1 A ,  2 02 1 B ;  W U 2 02 1) . 

In practice, however, China began to prepare for an increasingly 
volatile security environment where “long-term struggle ” was required to 
realize China’s dream of national rejuvenation ( X I N H UA N E W S 2 019 ;  Z U O 2 02 1) . 
To maintain its defense and security interests, China continued with the 
modernization of its armed forces, further increased its military expend-
iture and pledged to “safeguard China’s overseas interests”, including, for in-
stance, a secure energy supply (C H I N E S E M I N I S T RY O F D E F E N S E 2 019;  S AU N D E R S 2 02 0) . 
China predominantly relied on displays of strength, grey-zone tactics or 
belligerent rhetoric to intimidate its competitors, and all of these practices 
have intensified in recent years: It has increased its patrols in contested 
waters, expanded the mandate for its Coast Guard, frequently conduct-
ed military exercises, and clarified right after Biden’s inauguration that 
“Taiwan independence means wars” ( X I N H UA N E W S 2 02 1 ;  C H I N A M I L I TA RY ON L I N E 2 02 1 ; 

L I U E T A L .  2 02 1 ;  RU DD 2 02 1) .

 To maintain its steady economic development, China has begun 
a  process of economic and technological decoupling from the U.S. 
market. The trade war instigated by Trump had made it abundantly clear 
that the Chinese market was vulnerable to sanctions and tariffs, and 
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that Chinese companies, for instance Huawei, might be denied access 
to sensitive sectors ( Z U O 2 02 1) . For this reason, the 14th Five-Year Plan 
contained detailed proposals to strengthen economic security through 
increased self-sufficiency, secure supply lines or energy security ( P E I  2 02 1) . 
At the same time, China has repeatedly emphasized its commitment 
to multilateralism and free trade, often in direct juxtaposition to 
Biden’s  more exclusionary club of democracies, or Trump’s  scepticism 
regarding globalization (C G T N 2 02 1 A ) . Aside from its Belt and Road 
Initiative, a wide-ranging economic development scheme which had been 
a centrepiece of Chinese foreign policy since 2013, China champions the 
‘Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership’, a  broad free-trade 
agreement for the Asia-Pacific, as a  “victory for the region” ( Z H A N G 2 022) , 
and continues to push for a far-ranging investment agreement with the 
European Union (C H I N E S E E M BA S S Y I N T H E U N I T E D S TAT E S 2 02 1) .

As its relations with the United States have deteriorated amid stra-
tegic competition, China has also more proactively sought to improve 
and deepen its partnerships with other countries to avoid international 
isolation ( K I M 2 02 1) . For instance, China has encouraged Europe’s ‘strategic 
autonomy’ in various statements (C H I N E S E E M BA S S Y I N T H E U N I T E D S TAT E S 2 02 1 ,  M O FA 

2 02 0A ) , lifted its relations with Africa into a ‘new era’ ( M O FA 2 02 1C) and sought 
to thaw its relations with Japan and South Korea ( H U S S A I N 2 02 0 ;  WA N G – Z A N G 

2 02 1) . Perhaps most striking, in early 2022, China has further deepened its 
strategic partnership with Russia so that it is now considered a friendship 
with ‘no limits’ ( RU S S I A N PR E S I D E N T I A L E X E C U T I V E O F F I C E 2 022) . 

China has thus become increasingly confident in the pursuit of its 
national interests as it believes in the inevitability of its rise as a great pow-
er (S E E A L S O E C ON O M Y 2020) . While the stability of the U.S.-China relations once 
anchored and oriented China’s foreign policy behaviour, now, China’s main 
objective is to prepare for an intense military and economic rivalry with 
America in the intermediate future. At the same time, China continues to 
emphasize dialogue. Doing so allows China to point to the United States 
as the culprit who escalates the tensions in their relations. Moreover, the 
notion that China needs to still grow stronger so that it can hold up against 
the United States continues to orient Chinese security policy as it has no 
interest in prematurely engaging in any conflict. 
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In sum, by mid-February 2022, both the United States and China 
had made significant progress in terms of adjusting to the realities of their 
strategic competition. The United States finally had significant support for 
a tougher China policy across political divides, was no longer bogged down 
in other regions and could thus give China its undivided attention. China, 
on the other hand, had accepted that the age of cooperation had given 
way to a new era of great power competition, and made great headway in 
terms of adjusting accordingly. Arguably, by the time that Russia invaded 
Ukraine, the Asia-Pacific had become a volatile region prone to conflicts 
driven by the strategic competition between the United States and China. 

THE UKRAINE WAR AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR 
THE U.S.-CHINA STRATEGIC COMPETITION

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 turned the world’s attention 
squarely back to Europe. In so far as the strategic competition between 
the United States and China had been a key factor driving the worsening 
of the security landscape of the Asia-Pacific, the Ukraine war offered the 
promise of a reprieve for the region as both the United States and China 
had to divert their attention to Europe. In fact, some commentators sug-
gested that the Ukraine war offered a unique window of opportunity to 
mend the U.S.-China bilateral relations as the war clarified that Russia was 
the more severe security threat to the global order, that the U.S.-China 
cooperation was key to bringing a resolution to the war, and that China 
could demonstrate its willingness as a responsible great power to upkeep 
the international order. The restoration of the U.S.-China relations would 
in turn bring much-needed stability to the world, and in particular the 
Asia-Pacific ( H I R S H 2 022 ;  J I A 2 022 ;  K A R A B E L L 2 022 ;  ROAC H 2 022 ;  S H I R K 2 022 ;  YA N G 2 022) . 
Other commentators took the exact opposite position, and argued that 
the attention to Ukraine and the encouragement of the U.S.-China coop-
eration were dangerous for global order and peace, but in particular for 
U.S. security, as China would inevitably exploit the vacuum and further 
expand its reach while the United States is distracted (C H O T I N E R 2 022 ;  C O L BY 

2 022 ;  C O L BY – M A S T RO 2 022 ;  N A K AYA M A 2 022 ;  WA LT 2 022) .

In practice, both America and China’s responses to the Ukraine war 
have fallen somewhere in-between these poles, and are now discussed in 
turn. 
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The Biden administration: Choosing not to choose

The first few months of the Ukraine war have clarified that the United 
States is unwilling to revert or postpone its China policy so as to be able to 
do fully focus on Ukraine, even if it had early on tried to enlist China’s help 
to dissuade Putin from the invasion ( WON G 2 022 A ) . Yet, Biden’s reputation as 
a transatlanticist with a strong commitment to democracy, the rule of law, 
institutions and human rights has also meant that abandoning Europe for 
the sake of his China policy was politically just as impossible. 

Instead, the Biden administration decided to involve itself in the 
Ukraine crisis while making it clear that its main focus remained on the 
Asia-Pacific. The Department of Defense called the Asia-Pacific its ‘prior-
ity theatre’ and clarified that America’s priority was “deterring aggression, 
while being prepared to prevail in conflict when necessary, [and] prioritizing the 
PRC challenge in the Asia-Pacific, [and] then the Russia challenge in Europe” ( U. S . 

D E PA R T M E N T O F D E F E N S E 2 022 A ,  2 022 B) . The State Department likewise reassured 
its audiences that the United States was “capable […] of walking and chewing 
gum at the same time” and could hence focus on Europe and the Asia-Pacific 
simultaneously ( U. S .  D E PA R T M E N T O F S TAT E 2 022 ;  B L I N K E N 2 022 ;  G E R M A N M A R S H A L L F U N D 

O F T H E U N I T E D S TAT E S) . 

In order to implement such an approach, the Biden administration 
has promoted strategic narratives that weave both regions into one inter-
twined policy issue, and advertised this line of argumentation throughout 
various statements and speeches. As a senior administration official sug-
gested, “the idea that these are two different theatres I think doesn’t make sense 
anymore. These are – there’s [sic] very strong linkages between both” (T H E W H I T E 

H O U S E 2 022) . This approach is built on the portrayal of Russia’s war as that 
of an authoritarian aggressor against the rules-based international order. 
While the transgression happened in Europe, neither Russia’s aggression 
nor Ukraine’s anguish is idiosyncratic, and they can in principle happen 
anywhere anytime – unless the West responds strongly. As several joint 
statements with allies and partners emphasize, “threats to international 
law and the free and fair economic order anywhere constitute a challenge to 
our values and interests everywhere ” ( E . G .  T H E A M E R I C A N PR E S I D E N C Y PROJ E C T 2 022 C) , 
and are challenges which “call for common purpose and action, across the 
Atlantic and the Pacific” (T H E A M E R I C A N PR E S I D E N C Y PROJ E C T 2 022 D) . Hence, “[f]rom 
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the Atlantic to the Pacific, we must all redouble efforts to support Ukraine and 
preserve a world in which borders cannot be changed by force ” (T H E A M E R I C A N 

PR E S I D E N C Y PROJ E C T 2 022 A ) .

Without directly equating China with Russia, both countries are 
thus cast as similar threats to global peace and order. The implicit equa-
tion of Ukraine’s situation with that of Taiwan also underpins this line of 
argumentation. As Biden argues in a thinly veiled reference to China and 
Taiwan, delivering weapons to Ukraine is crucial because it would other-
wise “send a message to other would-be aggressors that they too can seize ter-
ritory and subjugate other countries” ( B I D E N 2 022) . Russia may have been the 
first to strike, but the challenge of China to the rules-based international 
order is equally grave, and perhaps even more so given the preponderance 
of China’s military and economic power. In the words of State Secretary 
Blinken ( 2 022) , “China is the only country with both the intent to reshape the 
international order and, increasingly, the economic, diplomatic, military, and 
technological power to do it.” Particularly concerning in this context is the 
ongoing deepening of China and Russia’s relationship, which key officials 
of the administration emphasize repeatedly ( A F P N E W S 2 02 1 A ;  C A M PB E L L 2 022) . 

To further entangle Europe and the Asia-Pacific, the administration 
often praised the support of its Asia-Pacific partners in Europe. Senior ad-
ministration officials, for instance, noted “how impressed [the President] is 
by what the ROK has done ” (T H E A M E R I C A N PR E S I D E N C Y PROJ E C T 2 022 B) , and that the 
United States appreciates the “unprecedented level of engagement from Asian 
partners into the European theater ” (CA M PB E L L 2022 ;  T H E A M E R I CA N PR E S I D E N C Y PROJ E C T 

2 022 A ) . Likewise, the long-awaited elucidation of the administration’s ap-
proach to the People’s Republic of China lauds how “so many countries have 
united to oppose [Russia’s] aggression” ( B L I N K E N 2 022) .

In short, the gist of such narratives is that because Europe’s pres-
ent can quickly become Asia’s future, a resolute response from the United 
States and its allies and partners against authoritarian aggression every-
where is pivotal for global peace and prosperity. In other words, the Biden 
administration actively works towards creating a coalition spanning its 
partners both in Europe and in the Asia-Pacific against Russia, and ori-
enting its focus also against the threat from China. 
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In principle, the Biden administration could gain much from a com-
mitment to both Ukraine and China: Ideally, the Ukraine war has shocked 
the world, and in particular, Europe, into recognizing that geopolitical 
threats to global peace and prosperity are not a thing of the past, that 
engagement and trade with Russia had done little to prevent the inva-
sion, and that Europe was long overdue to take on more responsibility for 
its defense. Indeed, the more partners and allies understand Russia and 
China as similar threats, the more likely it becomes that America could 
succeed in crafting a joint China policy with them, which is something that 
the European partners had been hesitant with before. Similarly, trust in 
America’s commitments to its partners, which had suffered in the wake 
of AUKUS and the troop withdrawal from Afghanistan, could be restored, 
while the solidarity of the Asia-Pacific nations with Europe in terms of se-
curity would hopefully also set a precedence for Europe to reciprocate in 
case a conflict erupts in the Asia-Pacific. And finally, the strong interna-
tional response to the Ukraine war might deter China from changing the 
status-quo in the Asia-Pacific.

The first few months of the Ukraine war seemed to suggest that 
Biden’s efforts to craft a united front against authoritarian aggressors 
succeeded. European countries have dramatically overhauled their foreign 
policies. Germany, for instance, has rapidly increased its defence spending, 
and is in the midst of developing a new national security strategy spear-
headed by its foreign minister Annalena Baerbock to ensure that Germany 
does not fall victim to Chinese economic blackmail ( D E U T S C H E W E L L E 2 022 A ) . 
Sweden and Finland have begun the process of gaining NATO member-
ship after decades of neutrality ( L O S S 2 022 ;  N AT O 2 022 B) , while NATO itself has 
for the first time recognized China as a “challenge ”, and decided to “step 
up cooperation with [its] Asia-Pacific partners”, many of which attended the 
NATO summit for the first time ever in June 2022 ( N AT O 2 022 A ,  2 022 C) .

However, the Biden administration’s response to the Ukraine war 
also bears considerable risks. In particular, there is the sustainability ques-
tion. Over the long term, a commitment to both theatres is likely to drain 
American resources and attention, especially if the war were to go into 
a second year. During the first two months of the war, the United States 
already provided more than $53 billion in financial aid to Ukraine (G RO PP E 

2 022) . Moreover, with presidential elections looming in the background, it 
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remains to be seen how lasting the current domestic consensus on the 
Ukraine war and China proves to be (S E E E . G .  WAT S ON 2022) . Indeed, even among 
the Democratic leadership, there is substantial disagreement on how to 
handle key elements of Washington’s China policy. For instance, Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi’s trip to Taiwan in August 2022 attracted substantial criticism 
from her fellow Democrats, including Biden, who had cautioned against 
the trip in the weeks before ( K I N E 2 022) . Finally, despite the professed initial 
unity, just how far America’s allies and partners would be willing to go to 
stand with America regarding either Europe or China is unclear. While 
most of them have supported the condemnation of and sanctions against 
Russia – e.g., Japan, South Korea, Australia, and New Zealand – India 
has notably not done so. And despite the buzz around the similarities be-
tween Ukraine and Taiwan, whether there would be an equally strong and 
univocal condemnation of China by regional countries if it was to invade 
Taiwan is by no means clear ( M A H B U BA N I 2 022) .

Moreover, although Europe coordinates its activities closely with 
those of the United States when it comes to Russia, it does not prevent 
Europe’s emergence as a more independent bloc with little interest in join-
ing teams with the United States in the Asia-Pacific (S L AU G H T E R 2022) . Indeed, 
in the months following the invasion, European countries had the time to 
fine-tune their responses to the Ukraine war. By the end of 2022, there 
were mounting signs that they tried to develop a more autonomous role 
for themselves as stabilizers and mediators between the United States and 
China. Germany’s chancellor Olaf Scholz emphasized the importance of 
Europe’s independence as a global actor at the same time as he rejected the 
re-emergence of bloc politics, and, with it, efforts to isolate Beijing or curb 
cooperation (S C H O L Z 2 022) . Similarly, France’s President Emmanuel Macron 
urged regional powers in the Asia-Pacific, including France, to play a coop-
erative role to avert a confrontation between the two great powers ( F R A N C E 

2 4 2 022) . That said, there are also considerable domestic divisions on China 
as, for instance, the disagreement in Germany’s three-party government 
surrounding the acquisition of shares of Hamburg harbor by a Chinese 
company demonstrates ( D E U T S C H E W E L L E 2 022 B) . 

In sum, despite the multiple reassurances that the United States is 
able to ‘walk and chew gum at the same time’ regarding Russia and China, 
in many ways, committing to both theatres is choosing not to choose, and 
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hoping that the war comes to a quick resolution. Rather sooner than later, 
the Biden administration might have to decide between Ukraine and China. 
However, when this moment comes, America will likely be stretched thin 
and forced to walk back on some of its commitments, which is likely to 
cause severe damage to its relations with both Asian-Pacific and European 
partners. In turn, this would impede the Biden administration’s ability to 
maintain its China policy. Above all, whether it is sustainable or not, as 
the next section demonstrates, the Biden administration’s response to the 
Ukraine war has major repercussions for China and its security strategy, 
thereby further driving the downward spiral of security in the Asia-Pacific.

China: ‘We don’t like what we are seeing’

In contrast to the United States, China initially responded to the Ukraine 
war by adopting a non-committal and non-offensive position that tried to 
balance its many conflicting interests. Over time, however, China has be-
gun to refocus on strengthening its security amid a rapidly deteriorating 
security situation, which has chiefly meant its pushing back against the 
emergence of an anti-authoritarian coalition. Aside from concentrating its 
efforts on creating anti-hegemonic partnerships, particularly with coun-
tries in the Global South, it has deepened its relations with Russia, flexed 
its rhetoric and muscle to demonstrate its resolve, and moreover further 
encouraged Europe’s autonomy. 

In the first few weeks of the conflict, China was not willing to en-
dorse or condemn Russia’s aggression. On the day of the invasion, China 
instead remarked that it was “closely monitoring the latest developments”, and 
called on all sides “to exercise restraint and prevent the situation from getting 
out of control” ( M O FA 2 022 A ) . Despite the publication of a joint statement by 
Russia and China on their “friendship with no limits” right before the war 
( RU S S I A N PR E S I D E N T I A L E X E C U T I V E O F F I C E 2022) , China officially maintains a position 
of neutrality ( M O FA 2 022 D ; S H E N G – Y E L U 2 022) . To end the war, it has offered itself 
as a mediator, emphasized its great concerns about the humanitarian toll 
of the war, and provided (arguably modest) humanitarian aid to Ukraine. 
Chinese officials have stated that only diplomacy can lead to the resolu-
tion of the war and repeatedly called on everyone to “respect and protect 
the sovereignty of all countries” ( M O FA 2 022 F) . 
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In practice, however, there are several indications that China has 
from the beginning followed a more ambivalent position which some have 
referred to as “pro-Russian neutrality” ( H I L L E – Y U 2 022 ;  S U N 2 022) . For instance, 
Chinese officials typically mirror Russia’s language about, justifications 
of and position on the war and call it a “crisis” and “special military oper-
ations” ( M O FA 2 022 B) or point to NATO’s expansion as a major cause of the 
conflict since it has insulted Russia’s “legitimate security concerns” ( M O FA 

2 022 D) . In China and internationally, America was regularly portrayed as 
the culprit who has “started the fire and fanned [the] flames” ( M O FA 2 022 A ) , and 
who benefitted from the war (C H I N E S E E M BA S S Y I N G E R M A N Y 2 022 ;  D E N G – H U O 2 022) . 
While many countries have placed sanctions on China, its officials have 
emphasized that the country opposes “all illegal unilateral sanctions”, and 
that “China and Russia will continue to carry out [a] normal trade cooperation 
following the spirit of mutual respect, equality and mutual benefit ” ( M O FA 2 022 E) . 
Similarly to Russia, China was also concerned about the alleged U.S. mil-
itary biological laboratories in Ukraine ( M O FA 2 022 G) .

At the same time, from the beginning of the war onwards, China’s ac-
tions did not mirror its rhetoric. For instance, both state-owned and pri-
vate companies have quietly complied with the sanctions, and China has 
thus far not supported Russia directly with military or economic aid de-
spite some reports that Russia had requested such support ( R E U T E R S M E D I A 

2 022 ;  WON G – BA R N E S 2 022) . China moreover continues to recognize Ukraine as 
a sovereign state, and has met with Ukrainian diplomats (S U L I M A N – F E R NÁ N D E Z 

S I M O N 2 022) . The first element in China’s position on Ukraine emphasized 
that “China maintains that the sovereignty and territorial integrity of all coun-
tries should be respected and protected”, which “applies equally to the Ukraine 
issue ” ( M O FA 2 022 C) . Placing this before the call to take everyone’s legitimate 
security concerns seriously – a reference to Russia – can be read as sup-
port for Ukraine’s position and implicit criticism of Russia’s aggression 
(S U N 2 022 ;  YA N G 2 022) .

In short, China’s initial position has emerged as a complex mixture 
of words and deeds that oscillate between support for Russia, Ukraine, 
Europe, and the United States, depending in large part on the audience and 
issue at hand (S U N 2 022 ;  H A E N L E – B R E S N I C K 2 022 ;  YA N 2 022) . Rather than seeking to 
maximize potential gains, as some observers have expected (C O R B E T T E T A L . 

2022 ;  I VA NOV 2022 ; L I N 2022 ;  M A ST RO – S C I S S O R S 2022 ;  RO G E R S 2022), China’s initial strategy 
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thus chiefly revolved around maintaining as non-offensive and non-com-
mittal a profile as possible. Yet, the Ukraine war has made the simultane-
ous pursuit of these objectives nearly impossible (S E E A L S O M E D E I RO S 2 022) . For 
instance, as seen in the previous section, avoiding international isolation 
had been a key reason for China seeking a greater partnership with Russia 
in recent years; hence, abandoning Russia would discredit years of Chinese 
foreign policy. Yet, too much support for Russia in the aftermath of the 
invasion might bring about China’s international isolation. China’s long-
standing support for non-interference in the domestic affairs of another 
country (concerning especially Tibet, Xinjiang and Taiwan) moreover sits 
at odds with China’s acquiescence to Russia’s “security claims” in Ukraine. 
Against this background, China’s insistence that the “current situation is 
not what we want to see ” ( L I U 2 022 ;  M O FA 2 022 C) seems genuine.

While one could make the argument that China’s initial response has 
allowed it a large degree of flexibility to cater to the respective demands of 
its various audiences without having to firmly commit to any of them, the 
lukewarm mediation efforts have greatly frustrated all the parties involved. 
Here, China has missed a chance to present itself as a reliable partner and 
a responsible great power invested in international law and order, which 
would have done much to discredit the characterization of it as an author-
itarian state bent on changing the international order to its liking. On the 
contrary, China’s guarded response to the war has strengthened U.S. efforts 
to craft an anti-authoritarian coalition, as seen earlier. Furthermore, the 
sustainability of China’s non-committal stance is also doubtful. Contrary 
to the expectation of a quick victory, the war is ongoing and continues to 
drain Russia’s resources. Once Russia requires China’s help to avoid col-
lapse, China will be in a position where it can no longer avoid choosing 
between Russia and the West. Not only would this mean abandoning its 
foreign policy goal of diversifying its friendly relationships, especially in 
Europe, but it is also likely to deteriorate China’s security: Either China 
will lose Russia, its most important partner in its anti-hegemonic struggle 
with the United States, or that very struggle will be intensified once China 
is to enter into a quasi-alliance with Russia. 

Over time, as the Biden administration seemingly succeeded in craft-
ing an anti-authoritarian alliance, China has realized that its security en-
vironment has deteriorated much faster than it had originally anticipated. 
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Consequently, China has begun to alter its assessment of and response to 
the Ukraine war, and is likely going to embark on a broader reassessment 
of it foreign and defense principles. Most importantly, China has recog-
nized that irrespective of what it says or does, America seems bent on its 
de-facto containment policy ( N I  E T A L .  2 022 ;  Z H AO E T A L .  2 022) . Although China 
has fervently criticized America’s “attempt at full-blown containment and sup-
pression of China”, the “democracy versus authoritarianism” narrative which 
drives the conflation of Russia with China, as well as efforts to link Taiwan 
and Ukraine (C H I N E S E E M BA S S Y I N T H E U N I T E D S TAT E S 2 022 A ,  2 022 B) , China’s officials 
have also recognized how little they can do about these things. Indeed, 
what America’s response to the Ukraine war logically clarifies to China 
is that any meaningful cooperation with the United States or its partners 
on Ukraine or other issue areas is unlikely to change America’s determi-
nation to contain China. Hence, any cooperation with the United States 
becomes a liability in the strategic competition with the United States. 
While China’s desire for some level of stability in the U.S.-China relations 
had checked China’s ambition in the past, following the Ukraine war, 
chances are that China will emerge as an increasingly uninhibited great 
power in search of security. 

In this context, while Taiwan had been a hotspot in the U.S.-China 
relations for a long time, the Ukraine war has further increased the relat-
ed tensions. Aside from the strategy to interweave Europe and the Asia-
Pacific and present Taiwan as a (potential) future victim, in the midst of 
the Ukraine war, Biden has suggested that America is willing to inter-
vene militarily in case of a Chinese attack on Taiwan only for the White 
House to reaffirm its adherence to the ‘One-China Principle’ shortly 
thereafter ( L I P TA K E T A L .  2 022) . This mixed signaling is likely supposed to de-
ter China from moving on Taiwan without having to explicitly change the 
status-quo or America’s principle of ‘strategic ambiguity’. Yet, for China, 
such remarks suggest with renewed clarity that the United States might 
support Taiwan’s independence in the foreseeable future, which is some-
thing which Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan in August 2022 further underscored. 
Against this background, it is unsurprising that both Taiwan and China 
study the Ukraine war and in particular Ukraine’s successful innova-
tions in great detail to assess if and how they might be deployable also in 
a possible military conflict over Taiwan ( B L A N C H A R D 2 022) . Finally, the elec-
tions in the United States and Taiwan in 2024 put increasing pressure 
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on China since US presidential candidates who have already come out in 
favor of Taiwan’s independence – such as Mike Pompeo – might assume 
office. Some observers have begun to speculate that China was therefore 
considering a speedy reunification by force (C H E N – WA N 2 022 ;  G RO S S M A N 2 022 ; 

S E VA S T O P U L O – H I L L E 2 022) . 

For the time being, as a response to America’s choices in the Ukraine 
war and in particular its seeming success in building an anti-authoritar-
ian coalition, China has taken several measures. For one, it has warned 
the United States and its partners that they should not underestimate 
“the resolve and capabilities of China s̓ armed forces to defend its sovereignty 
and territorial integrity”, and that it would, for instance, “fight at all costs”  if 
“anyone dares to secede Taiwan from China [sic]” ( X I N H UA 2 022) . Demonstrating 
its resolve, China has also increased the amount of warplanes sent into 
Taiwan’s air defense identification zone ( L E N D ON – C H A N G 2 022) .

Moreover, China has doubled-down on efforts to craft and lead an-
ti-hegemonic partnerships and institutions. In particular, it has reached 
out to countries in the Global South to join it in its vision of a multipolar 
(i.e., non-U.S.-led, hegemonic) world where countries do not have to choose 
between Ukraine/the United States and Russia or suffer the consequenc-
es of the war. Central to such efforts are strategic narratives promoted in 
global fora by the top leadership that present America and its partners 
as promoting exclusionary bloc politics which go against the interests 
of the international community and, in particular, developing countries. 
For instance, a sharp rebuttal of America’s China policy emphasized that 
the ‘West’s’ united response to the war in truth only included a few select 
countries: “Among the more than 190 members of the UN, more than 140 coun-
tries, including NATO member state Turkey, have refused to impose sanctions 
on Russia” (C H I N E S E E M BA S S Y I N T H E U N I T E D S TAT E S 2 022 B) . Similarly, at the BRICS 
Summit in June 2022, Xi Jinping sharply criticized how “some countries 
attempt to expand military alliances to seek absolute security ” ( M O FA 2 022 M ) . 
Elsewhere, Xi emphasized how “some countries have politicized and margin-
alized the development issue ” ( M O FA 2 022) . Moreover, against the background 
of food shortages and ongoing developmental needs of the Global South, 
China has also emphasized that the international community should not 
“level down support and input to Africa because of the Ukraine issue” ( M O FA 2022N) .
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In this spirit, China continues to spearhead alternative institutions 
that it presents as non-exclusionary and non-political. Aside from further 
emphasizing the importance of the Belt and Road Initiative, China’s lead-
ers have begun to promote two novel initiatives that are ostensibly more 
inclusive and equitable than the U.S.-led international order. As such, both 
the ‘Global Security Initiative’ and the ‘Global Development Initiative’ are 
presented on global and regional platforms as necessary supplements to 
the multilateral UN system (S E E E . G .  M O FA 2 022 J ,  2 022 K ,  2 022 L ,  2 022 M ) .

To counteract Biden’s efforts to craft an anti-authoritarian alliance, 
China has moreover tried to pull European countries away from coordi-
nating their China policies with that of Washington, and relied on dip-
lomatic overtures, concessions, and the continuing appeal of its market 
to do so. As such, late in 2022, Xi hosted Olaf Scholz, who was accompa-
nied by a range of German managers, as the first Western leader to visit 
China since the beginning of the pandemic, and shortly thereafter invited 
European Council President Charles Michel. In both cases, China catered 
to European concerns by publicly opposing the usage of nuclear weapons, 
clarifying that it would not supply Russia with weapons, and pledging to 
keep the Chinese market open for European business ( M O FA 2 022 O) . 

Finally, China has also decided to strengthen its ties with Russia as 
the war dragged on. Several weeks into the war, China declared its dedi-
cation to “promot[ing] China-Russia relations in the new era to higher levels” 
( M O FA 2022 H ) , and later also lauded the “great resilience and internal dynamism 
of [the] bilateral cooperation” ( M O FA 2 022 I ) . Right after Biden’s pledge to defend 
Taiwan, China and Russia conducted their first joint military exercise in 
East Asia after the outbreak of the Ukraine war ( WON G 2 022 B) . 

Despite these efforts, whether China’s crafting of an anti-hegemonic 
coalition will be successful remains to be seen. Russia’s pariah status in 
international politics makes the country likely to welcome any support 
from China, and willing to support China’s initiatives. The countries in 
the Global South might be more hesitant to move closer to China if its 
‘multilateral’ initiatives come across as too explicitly directed against the 
United States.  While several European leaders have recently emphasized 
the need for an autonomous Europe and their aversion to bloc politics, 
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whether Europe would assume a neutral role in case conflict broke out in 
the Asia-Pacific is unclear. 

Finally, there is the question of China’s relation with Russia, which 
remains uneasy at best. Although it is difficult to judge the exact nature of 
the bilateral relations from the outside, it is clear that Russia has not been 
forthright with China. A spokesperson of the Chinese Foreign Ministry, 
for instance, argued early on that Russia would not “conduct missile, air or 
artillery strikes on cities” ( M O FA 2 022 A ) , but was proven wrong shortly there-
after. After a meeting between Xi and Putin at a summit in Kazakhstan 
in September 2022, it became abundantly clear that rather than support-
ing Russia’s position, China had important “questions and concerns” over 
Ukraine that Russia needed to account for (T H E G UA R D I A N 2022 G) . Despite such 
grievances, Russia’s preoccupation with Ukraine and its pariah status have 
allowed China to strengthen its influence in Central Asia (S H I 2022) . In so far 
as the region was traditionally Russia’s backyard, frictions between China 
and Russia might be on the horizon, even if China tries to strengthen the 
bilateral ties for now.

CONCLUSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE ASIA-PACIFIC 

This article has discussed the impact of the Ukraine war on the strate-
gic competition between the United States and China in the Asia-Pacific. 
After examining how the United States and China have adjusted their 
foreign and defence policies to the realities of the strategic competition, 
the article has delved into the response of the United States and China to 
the Ukraine war during its first year. Based on this examination, it can be 
argued that although the war could have provided some reprieve for the 
increasingly tense security situation in the Asia-Pacific, the way both the 
United States and China have responded to the war has further worsened 
the security landscape in the Asia-Pacific.  

In terms of the United States’ response to the war, the Biden admin-
istration has opted to make use of the shockwave of the war to advance 
its China policy. In so far as most of the U.S.’s European and Asia-Pacific 
partners had in the past been hesitant to embrace the Biden adminis-
tration’s representation of China, the war has played into the admin-
istration’s hands as it provided ample evidence that interstate warfare 
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and authoritarian aggression were no relics from the past. By choosing 
to present an authoritarian alliance between China and Russia as a fait 
accompli, and Russia’s unjust war against Ukraine as a preview of things 
to follow in the Asia-Pacific and Taiwan, the Biden administration made 
much progress in terms of implementing its China policy, and crafting an 
anti-authoritarian alliance of democratic nations that is poised to respond 
to authoritarian aggression anywhere, including in the Asia-Pacific. Yet, as 
the article has also argued, the sustainability of Biden’s approach is by no 
means guaranteed. While Biden’s response to the Ukraine war undoubtedly 
worsens the U.S. relations with China, by the time the United States might 
have to make difficult choices between Europe and the Asia-Pacific, it is 
likely to be stretched thin and facing an increasingly uninhibited China. 

China’s initial choice to keep a non-committal, non-confronta-
tional position on Ukraine, on the other hand, has also further worsened 
the security situation in the Asia-Pacific. Rather than presenting itself as 
a supporter of the international order, China maintained a non-commit-
tal stance toward and deepened its relationship with Russia, which have 
become key arguments for why an anti-authoritarian coalition was direly 
needed, and had to be directed against China, too. Instead of being able to 
wait until after the war settles, China’s security environment deteriorated 
quickly. As China realized that the United States was bent on its de-facto 
containment policy irrespective of China’s behaviour, most incentives for 
China’s cooperation with it have disappeared, and China has become in-
creasingly uninhibited in the pursuit of its interests. China has thus opted 
to double-down on efforts to create anti-hegemonic partnerships, includ-
ing deepening its ties with Russia. By now, China is likely in the middle of 
a profound reassessment of its security and defence principles, and only 
time will tell whether, for instance, China will prioritize the reunification 
with Taiwan over a modus vivendi in the U.S.-China relations. Either way, 
China’s response to the Ukraine war has undoubtedly raised concerns in 
Washington and elsewhere, and only further drives down the spiral of se-
curity competition in the Asia-Pacific. 

While the security situation in the Asia-Pacific thus looks increas-
ingly dire, there are many moving parts that might come together to sta-
bilize the relations. At the end of the day, the Ukraine war and the rapid 
escalation of the conflict in the U.S.-China relations have demonstrated 
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with renewed clarity how quickly a conflict might break out. Perhaps this 
might persuade policymakers in the United States and China of the merits 
of stability in the U.S.-China relations. In so far as Biden’s position after 
the midterm elections has slightly strengthened, it could allow him to em-
phasize the cooperative dimension of his China policy again; moreover, he 
might be able to exert greater control over his party’s position on issues 
such as Taiwan. For China, the successful passing of the 20th Party Congress 
and the consolidation of Xi’s power without disruption might also open up 
space for a more conciliatory tone towards the United States. In this light, 
the first in-person meeting between Xi and Biden in November 2022 has 
been called a “baby-step” towards improved relations ( N PR 2 022) . Europe, on 
the other and, might indeed successfully emerge as a mediator, as coun-
tries such as Germany pledge to take a more active role in security politics.
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THE COUNCIL PRESIDENCY AND (SMALL) EU MEMBER STATES

The rotating Council presidency has always been the object of academic 
inquiry, political contestation, and journalistic scrutiny ( BAT O RY – P U E T T E R 

2013 ;  M E T CA L F E 1998 ;  TA L L B E RG 20 03 ,  20 04) . Yet, there is no common understanding 
of what a successful Council presidency looks like ( VA N D E C A S T E E L E – B O S S U Y T 

2 014) . For a presidency official, the objective may be a conclusion of a dif-
ficult Council negotiation or achieving compromise in a trilogue. The 
presiding country’s political elite may just wish for surviving the period 
without a major PR disaster and too many political costs. For the EU as 
a whole, a successful presidency provides for smooth policymaking. The 
presidency is responsible for setting the agenda, brokering a compromise 
among the member states, and negotiating with the European Parliament 
on behalf of the Council. Given the number of working groups, committees 
and ministerial sessions that take place every month, as well as the num-
ber of dossiers that are open in parallel, the presidency is an enormous 
task in terms of logistics and coordination that requires a lot of personnel, 
time, and effort.

The Council presidency is particularly important for smaller EU 
member states. It ensures a place for them in the spotlight that allows 
them to increase their profile domestically, at the EU level and beyond. 
And it places them right in the middle of the EU decision-making with 
a much better position to influence the final policy ( BÁT O R A 2 017;  B E N G T S S ON – 

E L G S T RÖ M – TA L L B E RG 2 0 04 ;  W I V E L 2 018) . That is why the rotating presidency has 
been preserved in most Council settings (with the key exception of the 
Foreign Affairs Council and the European Council) despite its downsides, 
which include the constant handing over of the coordination and the lack 
of a consistent direction in EU policymaking. The presidency also allows 
for a broader and deeper Europeanisation of the member states’ adminis-
trations, where a larger number of people need to be involved in European 
affairs, and their contacts become more intensive (JA M E S 2010 ;  PA N K E 2010) . This 
in turn helps member states to have a higher influence on decision-mak-
ing (C F.  W E I S S 2 017) .

At the same time, the presidency puts an enormous strain on small 
states’ administrations, which struggle to cover the vast EU agenda even 
in normal times ( B U N S E 20 09;  K A J N Č – S V E T L I Č I Č 2010) . Small states tend to remain 
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silent on issues of lesser importance because they do not have the capac-
ities to closely follow all items on the agenda and have detailed positions 
on all of them ( PA N K E – G U RO L 2 018) . When they hold the presidency, however, 
small states must chair all the meetings and perform the role of an honest 
broker on all files. That leads to a major mobilisation within the national 
administration, including giving up on many domestic issues that need to 
be put on the back burner.

THE CZECH EXPERIENCE WITH THE COUNCIL PRESIDENCY

In 2022, Czechia held the office of the Council presidency for the second 
time during its almost 20 years of EU membership. This time, there were 
reasons to head toward the presidency period with less anxiety than be-
fore, with the main reason being that there already was some knowledge 
of the presidency business within the administration. At the same time, 
the first Czech presidency was generally considered a missed opportunity 
and a reputational failure which put additional pressure on the state to 
fare better this time.

The 2009 Czech Council presidency took place in a difficult context 
(C F.  K R Á L – BA RT OV I C – Ř Í H ÁČ KOVÁ 20 09) . Externally, the presidency faced a gas cri-
sis following a Russian-Ukrainian dispute, a violent conflict in the Gaza 
Strip, and the global financial crisis with its economic consequences. 
Internally, the European Union was heading into the election campaign 
before the EP elections in June 2009. The Czech tenure followed the very 
active French presidency, which was reluctant to hand over the presidency 
baton. Domestically, the Czech government struggled to maintain a ma-
jority in the parliament and clashed with the openly Eurosceptic presi-
dent Václav Klaus. The domestic political disputes contributed to the fact 
that Czechia remained the last member state to ratify the Lisbon Treaty 
in November 2009, which had further undermined the starting position 
of the presidency.

Overall, the 2009 Czech presidency has been considered a debacle 
in the academic literature, even earning the label of the ‘worst ever presi-
dency’ ( L I S OŇ OVÁ 2 0 09) . Arguably it was the fall of the Topolánek government 
in the middle of the presidency that contributed to this judgment because 
the administrative and logistical side of the presidency was without major 
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problems. But there had been many mistakes made during the preparation 
and the conduct of the presidency that were caused by the country’s gener-
al lack of experience with the office, lack of understanding of its tasks and 
(unwritten) rules, and domestic ignorance of European politics ( K AC Z Y Ń S K I 

20 09) . Domestically, the presidency was interpreted as a missed opportuni-
ty because the state failed to make extensive use of the human resources 
involved. Despite the high investment in the training and preparation for 
the presidency, the state failed in employing the new knowledge and skills 
over a longer term ( K A N I O K – G E RG E L OVÁ Š T E I G ROVÁ 2 014) . 

THE PREPARATIONS FOR THE 2022 PRESIDENCY

The aftertaste of the 2009 presidency fed into the anxieties and debates 
regarding to what extent Czech politics was mature enough to appreci-
ate the presidency role and prepare accordingly. There were several main 
concerns related to politics and personnel.

In the political realm, Czechia had struggled to maintain a positive 
image at the EU level. Several factors played a role in this. Firstly, the Czech 
presidents of the last two decades never had a particularly positive reputa-
tion in European politics (C F.  N OVO T N Ý 2 02 0) . Václav Klaus’s effort to torpedo 
the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty and his highly Eurosceptic position 
during the last years of his tenure remained on the minds of Czech and 
European actors. Despite Klaus being long out of active political life, his 
influence on ODS, the main governing party after the 2021 elections, re-
mained significant. As for Miloš Zeman, the president in office, he became 
a toxic figure in European politics due to his populist turn and his openly 
pro-Russian position, which lasted until February 2022 ( V É R T E Š I  – KO P E Č E K 

2 02 1) . Secondly, the parliamentary elections scheduled for October 2021 
made political leadership in the preparations of the presidency difficult. 
Even though the administration started discussing the content and the 
form of the presidency well in advance, political attention was driven away 
from it by the election campaign and also by the fact that the priorities 
had be to be finalised by the incoming government.

When the new government took office in December 2021, it brought 
together five political parties with rather different views of European in-
tegration ( H A N Č L 2022) . On the one hand, the leading ODS, which nominated 
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the Prime Minister, remained a founding member of the soft Eurosceptic 
ECR Group in the European Parliament. On the other hand, the three 
junior parties in the government, including STAN, which nominated the 
Minister for European Affairs, who was responsible for the coordination of 
the presidency, were members of (or affiliated to) the EPP. Finally, the last 
member of the coalition, the Pirate Party, which nominated the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, is a member of the Greens/EFA group. As a result, the final 
formulation of the presidency priorities avoided some politically disputed 
topics, such as the implementation of the EU Green Deal, even though it 
was clear that it would form a large part of the presidency’s agenda (C Z E C H 

PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 A ) .

Administratively, the presidency preparations suffered from a long-
term disregard on the part of the outgoing Prime Minister Andrej Babiš. 
Babiš, who had started off eager to join the group of European leaders, 
gradually became at odds with the EU leadership due to his conflict of 
interest in the distribution of EU funds in Czechia. As a result, he and 
his party adopted an ever more critical position towards EU integration. 
Babiš publicly denounced the Council presidency as a ‘talking shop with 
nibbles’ (Š A FA Ř Í KOVÁ 2 022 A ) and his government cut the presidency budget 
substantively. Despite the consecutive budget increases in 2021 and 2022, 
the final budget remained much lower than that in 2009. The administra-
tion had to reduce the number of officials hired to increase the personnel 
at the permanent representation in Brussels, and fill some of the empty 
places caused by this shortage with interns paid through the Erasmus+ 
programme ( Z AC H OVÁ 2 022) .

Paradoxically, the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 
helped with the Czech presidency preparations by diminishing the po-
tential for domestic clashes. The government adjusted the presidency pro-
gramme so that the EU’s assistance to Ukraine and the EU’s own resilience 
would be clear priorities. There was no difficulty in rallying all the govern-
mental parties around these objectives, and the external shock provided 
for a higher willingness among the member states to support the common 
EU positions that the presidency mediated (Š A FA Ř Í KOVÁ 2 022 B) .
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THE GLOBAL, REGIONAL, AND DOMESTIC CONTEXT 
OF THE CZECH EU COUNCIL PRESIDENCY 

In 2014, the then Czech government established a permanent ven-
ue for debate on EU issues, the so-called National Convention on the 
European Union. One of its aims is to formulate expert recommendations 
and opinions regarding Czech EU policy. Well ahead of the Council presi-
dency, it organised two roundtables, one in September 2020 and another 
in October 2021, to attempt to provide a strategic discussion of its pri-
orities among policymakers and experts ( N Á RO DN Í KON V E N T 2 02 0,  2 02 1) . While 
these roundtables forwarded several recommendations for presidency 
priorities that remained relevant,1 they seemed to become partially void 
after the Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022. The Czech 
government was arguably in a better position to update and revise its pri-
orities for the upcoming presidency than the French government, whose 
presidency programme was abruptly interrupted by the Russian aggres-
sion against Ukraine less than two months since the French presidency 
began. Nonetheless, the Czech government had to revise and update the 
already prepared presidency programme to reflect the ongoing war against 
Ukraine and its many repercussions for the EU, its member states and the 
wider European continent.

In a sense, the 2022 Czech EU presidency may be seen as a déjà vu. In 
2009, the Czech presidency faced an economic crisis in the eurozone and 
a conflict between Russia and Ukraine over natural gas. Soon after its start, 
the dispute between Russia and Ukraine turned into a full-blown crisis when 
all the Russian gas flows through Ukraine were halted on January 7. The 
first Czech presidency thus quickly took on a crisis-management character. 
Few would expect back then that the second Czech presidency more than 
13 years later would take place amid another Russian fossil fuel crisis and in 
an era characterised by high inflation and low economic output in Europe. 
While the respective natures of the two sets of crises differ, one can easily 
see many similarities of the crises in the first and second Czech presidency, 
and in 2022, the presidency had to take on the role of a reactive crisis ma-
nager once again.2 The energy crisis and the high inflation, both of which 
were caused or increased by the Russian invasion of Ukraine, required im-
mediate solutions. After the endurance test of the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine further exposed the vulnerabilities of European 
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societies, such as their high dependence on fossil fuels and the fragility of 
globalised supply chains. Moreover, the war in Ukraine led to an extraor-
dinary humanitarian situation when over four million people fled Ukraine 
and sought shelter in the European Union ( U N H C R 2 02 3) . 

As a result of the systemic challenge to the regional and global (geo-)
political, security, economic, energy, and migratory order following the 
invasion of Ukraine, the upcoming Czech presidency was to become pri-
marily dominated by external events. The presidency policy agenda was 
likely to be radically securitised and geo-politics driven. Put differently, the 
Czech presidency’s primary task was to guide the EU through the troubled 
waters of a ‘Zeitenwende’ by focusing on accelerating the development of 
policies that ensure peace and security, while promoting the achievement 
of the green and energy transformation and alleviating the current secu-
rity, energy, and humanitarian crisis. At the same time, the Czech presi-
dency still could not lose sight of the future institutional reform of the EU, 
the result of the Conference on the Future of Europe, and concerns about 
democratic values and rule of law in several member states.

Related to the last point, the new Czech government also engaged 
in a re-evaluation of its position in the Visegrád Group (V4). The govern-
ment’s programme stated that Czechia would continue in its close coop-
eration with its V4 allies, but some coalition parties and politicians, such 
as Prime Minister Petr Fiala and Minister for European Affairs Mikuláš 
Bek, made it clear that Czechia would look for other partners within the 
EU ( U R BA N OVÁ – G R I M 2 022) . After the Hungarian elections of May 2022, which 
produced a constitutional majority for Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz, and follow-
ing the Hungarian reluctance to back up the sanctions against Russia, 
it became plainly visible that the V4 countries often promoted different 
interests in EU policies. While the V4 was not to collapse altogether, its 
profile within the scope of the Czech presidency did not feature very high. 
Despite established practice, the prime ministers of the V4 countries did 
not meet for a coordinating meeting before the last European Council 
summit, which took place before the beginning of the Czech presidency 
in June 2022.
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THE PRIORITIES OF THE 2022 CZECH PRESIDENCY: 
A SHORT OUTLINE AND THE EXPECTED FOCUS

The priorities of any single presidency are not constructed in a vacuum. 
The first point of departure for the Czech presidency was the programme 
of the presidency trio (France, Czechia, Sweden) for the period of January 
2022 to June 2023. The programme of the trio outlined four overarching 
priorities: (1) protecting citizens and freedoms, (2) developing the econom-
ic base and promoting a new growth and investment model for Europe, 
(3) building a climate-neutral, green, fair and social Europe, and (4) pro-
moting Europe’s interests and values in the world (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N 

U N I ON 2021) . While the joint programme of the trio is shared, it provides room 
for navigating different national sensitivities and prioritising certain files 
over others in the programmes of each of the three presidencies. 

As argued above, Czechia had to revise its priorities a few months 
prior to the beginning of the presidency in the context of Russia’s aggres-
sion against Ukraine and the resulting rapid and dramatic changes in the 
(geo-)political environment. The overall objective of the Czech presiden-
cy was to contribute to creating the conditions for the security and pros-
perity of the EU in the context of the European values of freedom, social 
justice, democracy and the rule of law and environmental responsibility. 
More specifically, against the backdrop of the ongoing fighting in Ukraine, 
the Czech government proposed five main topics to drive the presidency: 
(1) managing the refugee crisis and Ukraine’s post-war recovery, (2) en-
ergy security, (3) strengthening Europe’s defence capabilities and cyber-
space security, (4) strategic resilience of the European economy, and (5) 
resilience of democratic institutions (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E 

E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 B) .

While the outgoing French presidency focused mostly on the eco-
logical and digital transformation and the strengthening of the presence 
of the European Union as a sovereign actor on the world stage, including 
the adoption of the Strategic Compass ( F R E N C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E 

E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 02 1 ;  M A R T I N – D E L I E D E K E R K E 2 022) , the Czech presidency was less 
likely to focus on grand plans for reforming and ascertaining the agen-
cy of the Union.  Despite its motto ‘Europe as a Task: Rethink, Rebuild, 
Repower’, which was largely borrowed from Václav Havelʼs speech at the 
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Charlemagne Prize award ceremony in 1996, the Czech presidency was 
more likely to focus on short-term solutions to the current problems than 
on rebuilding and rethinking the foundations of the EU. Indeed, even 
a quick look at the priorities suggests that the leitmotif of the Czech pres-
idency was the war in Ukraine and its impact on Europe. The programme 
of the Czech presidency largely aligned with the new initiatives of the 
European Commission and the member states since February 24 and fur-
ther refined and developed them.

The changing global, regional, and domestic context described in the 
previous section was significant not only for the priorities and programme 
of the Czech presidency, but also for its day-to-day conduct. How would the 
Czech presidency deal with the enlargement file now that Ukraine asked 
for candidate status? What aspects of the European Green Deal (EGD) 
would it prioritise over others? How would it proceed with the reform of 
the agricultural policy amidst the food security concerns exposed by the 
war in Ukraine? Would the discussions of the follow up to the Conference 
on the Future of Europe be overshadowed by other agenda and priorities? 
The rest of this section will now try to elaborate on how the Czech presi-
dency was likely to respond to these and similar questions, which specific 
files it was likely to prioritise within larger policy areas, such as the EGD, 
and which key, yet polarising files it was set not to be able to ignore. 

Beginning with the EGD, one of the important tasks of the Czech 
presidency was to withstand the pressures that instrumentalised the war in 
Ukraine to undermine the whole initiative. The Russian invasion of Ukraine 
had immediate consequences for the wider EGD agenda. On one hand, it 
created a pressure for a long-term energy transition away from fossil fuels 
and a pressure to step up decarbonisation. On the other hand, it created 
a backlash against increasing the investment into climate change adap-
tation and mitigation due to soaring energy prices, and it led to a (short-
term) shift towards more extensive use of local, non-imported fossil fuels. 
Some politicians immediately argued that it was not the time to burden 
the industry with new targets and regulations. Almost three-quarters of 
the experts approached by the Institute of European Environmental Policy 
believed that the war would have negative consequences for the Green 
Deal implementation in the short term ( KO Ž M Í N OVÁ E T A L .  2 022) . Similarly, six 
out of ten respondents in the same survey saw Czechia as not committed 
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to the implementation of the EGD. The ongoing crisis provided the Czech 
government with a handy excuse to hide its climate-scepticism behind 
immediate problem-solving efforts. Indeed, the five main priorities of the 
Czech presidency included energy security but not climate or environ-
mental issues. Therefore, it was likely that the long-term EDG agenda, 
such as energy transition, decarbonisation of the economy, reduction of 
greenhouse gases and the carbon border adjustment mechanism, would 
give way to more short-term energy security agenda, such as the reduc-
tion of the EU’s dependence on Russian fossil fuels and security of supply. 

The Russian attack on Ukraine and the related disruption of grain 
markets also affected the debate about the Farm to Fork (F2F) strategy. 
Food security, production and supply-focused concerns came to the fore 
at the expense of the environmental, sustainability, and biodiversity ob-
jectives of the strategy. In fact, the agricultural lobby seized the moment 
to undermine the F2F strategy, which they mostly disliked from the be-
ginning. Given the long-term Czech call for flexibility of the F2F targets, 
the presidency was likely to invest much more time into safeguarding food 
security than into advancing environmental concerns ( FO O T E 2 022) . 

Unlike those in 2009, the 2022 presidency priorities do not mention 
the word “enlargement” even once. The absence of references to enlarge-
ment may be surprising given that enlargement (to the Western Balkans) 
is a long-term priority of the Czech EU policy that cuts across time and 
governments ( KOVÁ Ř – T I C H Ý – KOVÁ Ř 2 013) . The priorities just mentioned that 
Czechia would work towards the granting of candidate status to Ukraine 
but that already happened at the EU summit in June 2022 (where Ukraine 
received candidate status together with Moldova). The job of the presidency 
was then to organise the first steps in the accession process of both coun-
tries. Nonetheless, the situation opened a whole new discussion about the 
future of the EU enlargement policy and inspired a lot of creative thinking. 
The work of the Czech presidency was to navigate through that debate 
and move the accession process forward in both the Western Balkans 
and the Eastern neighbourhood. One may argue that making progress on 
the Western Balkans enlargement became even more important after the 
EU granted candidate status to Ukraine and Moldova, thus increasing the 
pressure to deliver on earlier promises. The Czech presidency was to steer 
between the fast-track and merits-based approaches to enlargement and 
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the danger that one approach may disappoint countries to the East and 
the other those in the Balkans. 

The issue of enlargement was made even a bit more complicated for 
the Czech presidency when in May, French President Emmanuel Macron 
put forward the concept of the European Political Community (EPC), 
which could include countries both within the EU and outside it to create 
a community of shared values and a venue for discussing matters of com-
mon interest. The proposal was later supported by the European Council 
president Charles Michel as well as the European Commission president 
Ursula von der Leyen. However, it immediately raised fear among the 
candidate and potential candidate countries for EU membership that it 
was an excuse for the EU not to deliver on its enlargement promise, and 
that it was either a stalling tactic or even a permanent alternative to EU 
membership. It was decided that the EPC would be formally launched in 
the margins of the informal European Council summit organised by the 
Czech presidency in October. The question of EU enlargement and cooper-
ation with the Union’s neighbours was likely to become a topic before and 
for the first summit of the EPC and this had a clear bearing on the Czech 
presidency and the Czech EU policy interests (S T R AT U L AT 2 022) . Interestingly, 
in this respect, the Czech presidency could indirectly establish a link to 
its 2009 presidency, during which the EU’s Eastern Partnership initiative 
was launched at the European Council summit in Prague. In addition, the 
Bulgarian veto on the opening of accession talks with North Macedonia 
and Albania was another sticking point that the Czech presidency was hop-
ing to resolve. Similarly, it had to broker the accession of Croatia, Bulgaria, 
and Romania to Schengen, which was likely to face opposition from several 
member states, particularly from the Netherlands and Austria. 

The Czech presidency’s prioritising of the resilience of democratic 
institutions, including an explicit reference to the rule of law, could have 
raise hopes in some circles that Czechia would take a strong stance on 
the rule of law issues and distance itself from countries having issues in 
the area (mostly its partners within the V4) ( P OV ÝŠ I L OVÁ 2 022) . However, such 
a reading of the priorities of the Czech presidency would be an overstretch 
or at least wishful thinking. Czechia was never really posited to take a pro-
active role on rule of law and clash with the governments in Hungary and 
Poland, not least because of the close ideological ties between the largest 



The 2022 Czech EU Council Presidency: Performance 
in the Fields of Security,  Energy and Rule of Law

92 ▷ czech Journal of international relations 58/1/2023 

coalition partner in the Czech government, the Civic Democratic Party, 
and the ruling Law and Justice party in Poland. Within the priority of re-
silience of democratic institutions, the Czech presidency was more likely 
to focus on other issues, such as media freedom (through the European 
Media Freedom Act), dialogue with citizens and political party financing. 
Most importantly, the focus of the Czech presidency in this area was likely 
to be hybrid threats, particularly fighting disinformation in both online 
and offline environments, given the public administration’s experience 
with the working of the Centre against Hybrid Threats within the Czech 
Ministry of Interior.

Finally, the Czech presidency was scheduled to move forward with 
the debate regarding the initial implementation of the recommenda-
tions of the Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFoE). The European 
Parliament, later supported by Emmanuel Macron, proposed the estab-
lishment of a convention. Nonetheless, thirteen member states, including 
Czechia, clearly stated in a non-paper their opposition towards treaty re-
form ( E U R AC T I V. C O M W I T H A F P 2 022) . Moreover, the Czech government had been 
sceptical even toward institutional and procedural changes which do not 
require treaty amendments, such as the switch to qualified majority voting 
using the so-called passerelle clause ( V L Á DA Č E S K É R E P U B L I K Y 2 022) . It was thus 
likely that the implementation of the CoFoE recommendations would be 
buried during the presidency, despite them being explicitly mentioned in 
the priorities.

In summary, the priorities prepared by the Czech presidency made 
much sense in the light of the changing global and regional (geo-)politi-
cal environment even if many important issues were missing. At the end 
of the day, the perceived success of the Czech presidency was less about 
the programme and priorities, and more about how it would be able to 
navigate the EU through the ‘Zeitenwende’, and whether it would be able 
to continue to politically, economically, and militarily support Ukraine, 
coordinate a common EU response to the war, maintain European unity, 
and manage the internal repercussions of the Russian aggression. At the 
beginning of the presidency, it appeared that the upcoming six months 
may put Czechia into one of the most important leadership roles since its 
founding less than 30 years before.
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THE OUTLINE OF THE FORUM ON THE CZECH PRESIDENCY 

The collection of contributions in this forum on the Czech presidency 
aims at providing an early scholarly reflection on and an evaluation of the 
presidency. The individual contributions build on the conceptual basis of 
the current scholarly debates in the field, provide a link to current policy 
debates, and offer the authors’ subjective evaluations of the successes and 
failures of the presidency. They combine analytical rigour with crisp and 
incisive writing aimed at an audience of academics and practitioners alike. 

Given that the scope of activities of any EU Council presidency is 
as wide as the policy agenda of the EU and too wide for one special fo-
rum to meaningfully cover ( A L E X A N D ROVA E T A L .  2 013) , the editors of the fo-
rum decided to narrow down the focus of the forum to the evaluation of 
the Czech presidency in three selected policy areas: (1) external security 
with a particular focus on the Common Foreign and Security Policy and 
the Common Security and Defence Policy, (2) energy, climate, and envi-
ronmental policies, and (3) democratic institutions, including the rule of 
law. The editors of the forum selected these three policy areas for several 
reasons. First, all three areas belonged to the priorities of the Czech pres-
idency (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I O N 2 022 B) . While the 
environment and climate, unlike the other two areas, were not explicitly 
mentioned, they were present implicitly through the issues of energy se-
curity and resilience of the European economy. All three areas have also 
been highly salient in Czech and European debates. The CFSP/CSDP was 
quickly developing since the adoption of the EU Global Strategy in 2016, 
particularly in the form of new institutions and instruments, such as the 
permanent structured cooperation in defence, the European Defence 
Fund, and the European Peace Facility established in 2021. The Russian 
invasion of Ukraine provided an additional impetus for more European 
activity in the area. Similarly, the energy crisis following the invasion fur-
ther increased the urgency of the already existing debate about energy 
transition and the EGD. The issue of rule of law was also high on the EU 
political agenda with new procedures and regulations introduced between 
2014 and 2021 to prevent abuse of EU funds and nudge member states to 
stick to EU values. At the same time, the Czech presidency found itself in 
a politically precarious position as the two ongoing procedures targeted its 
nominal close allies in the Visegrád Group, Poland and Hungary. Focusing 
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on these three presidency priorities provides ample space for the evalua-
tion of the success or lack of thereof of Czechia when it was at the helm of 
the EU in areas which it had delimited as its major areas of focus. 

The editors asked each of the contributors to answer three guiding 
questions: (a) What have been the most important achievements of the 
Czech Council presidency? (b) What have been the most important failures 
of the Czech Council presidency? (c) What are the legacy and left-overs of 
the Czech Council presidency? While the individual contributions do not 
have to be necessarily organised along the line of these three questions, 
each contribution attempts to provide an answer to the questions based 
on an evaluation of the activities of the Czech presidency. Finally, the 
editors invited one Czech (working at a Czech institution) and one non-
Czech European scholar (coming from an institution outside of Czechia) 
to evaluate each of the policy areas. This dual viewpoint should limit the 
potential national bias and provide the readers with a more fine-grained 
and plastic perspective of the 2022 Czech Council presidency.

THE MAIN FINDINGS OF THE FORUM 
ON THE CZECH PRESIDENCY

All in all, the six contributions to this forum share a generally positive view 
of the Czech presidency. While any long-term considerations made way 
for the short-term reaction to the Russian aggression against Ukraine, the 
presidency managed to fulfil the most important role of them all – bro-
kering EU unity and moving legislation forward. This, however, does not 
necessarily mean that there were not many leftovers or that the presiden-
cy was not able to insert its own national flavour into the management of 
the Council agenda.

In the first set of articles, Monika Sus (202 3) and Oldřich Bureš (202 3) focus on 
the Czech presidency’s performance in the area of external security. They 
both agree that the presidency managed to maintain the EU’s unity and 
move several important agenda items forward. Evaluating the presidency 
in terms of security policy is particularly difficult because there is a limited 
legislative agenda in the CFSP, and the presidency shares the role of the 
agenda-setter and broker with the High Representative of the Union for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and the EEAS. The two contributions 
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also evidence how contested the understanding of security policy can be. 
The EU’s reaction to the Russian invasion of Ukraine was a clear reaction to 
a “security” threat, but it has encompassed several issues, from the CFSP/
CSDP through sanctions to the hybrid security toolbox.

The second pair of articles, by Izabela Surwillo (202 3) and Martin 
Jirušek (2023), cover the vast topic of energy and climate policies. Again, 
the presidency was hugely influenced by events, here in the form of 
the steep rise of energy prices and the effort to cut out Russian gas 
from the European energy mix. But there was also a lot of legislative 
agenda that had been scheduled and could be anticipated within the 
implementation of the Fit for 55 package. Both contributions agree 
that the presidency had to deal with the security of supply crisis, 
which has had an impact on what could be achieved elsewhere. But 
they also share the feeling that the presidency could have been more 
ambitious in the climate agenda.

Lastly, the contributions by Sonja Priebus (2023) and Ivo Šlosarčík 
(202 3) tackle the controversial issue of the rule of law. Once again, they 
show that one can understand the rule of law agenda relatively nar-
rowly by looking at the internal procedures to safeguard rule of law 
in EU member states, particularly the Article 7 procedure and the 
budgetary conditionality, or broadly by incorporating other agendas 
as well, such as the fight against disinformation, media freedom and 
international prosecution of crimes committed during the Russian in-
vasion of Ukraine. Both contributions agree that the Czech presiden-
cy managed to score a political victory by concluding the procedure 
against Hungary in a manner that presented Czechia as committed 
to European values. At the same time, the presidency succeeded in 
stalling other points of the agenda that were considered politically 
inconvenient, which can be seen as a success for the Czechs, but less 
so for the EU as a whole. 
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ENDNOTES

1 The roundtables, for instance, recommended that the Czech government prioritise 

within its presidency the green recovery of the EU economy and energy transition. 

2 In fact, the logo of the Czech EU presidency can be understood as suggesting that Czechia 

sees itself as a compass needle pointing in the direction Europe should take in the new 

global order (Czech Presidency of the Council of the European Union 2022c).
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An assessment of the Czech presidency of the Council of the EU regarding 
foreign policy, including security and defence issues, must depart from the 
observation that in the absence of major formal rights for this role, it can-
not be expected to have a strong influence on the process and outcome 
of decision-making in the Council. The Treaty of Lisbon has constrained 
the competences of the Council Presidency, in particular regarding foreign 
and security issues. The shift of responsibilities from the rotating presi-
dency to the permanent presidencies – to the President of the European 
Council and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
(HR) – within most issues related to the external representation and the 
Common Foreign and Security Policy, deprived the presidency of hith-
erto existing channels of influence. Moreover, the HR and the European 
External Action Service were tasked with the chairing of the Foreign Affairs 
Council (FAC), the Political and Security Committee (PSC) and several 
Council preparatory bodies while the rotating Presidency is still in charge 
of chairing COREPER II. It is thus not surprising that scholars point to the 
reduced role of the rotating Presidency and thus its decreased impact on 
the political output ( D I N A N 2 013 ;  K A RO L E W S K I E T A L .  2 015) . However, there is also 
academic evidence indicating that there are still opportunities for rotating 
presidencies, particularly in terms of agenda-setting and agenda-schedul-
ing, with the latter being defined as the power to influence the allocation 
of the Council’s political attention to specific policy issues by distributing 
limited time and space resources for meetings ( H ÄG E 2 017:  296) . Moreover, as 
France has demonstrated during its term in the first half of 2022, the ro-
tating presidency can engage in venue shopping. It is a strategy aimed at 
alternating between policy venues – institutional loci where authorita-
tive decisions on a given policy are taken – that can be used to impact the 
agenda more effectively ( BAU M G A R T N E R – J ON E S 199 1) . Because of the relevance 
of the defence portfolio and its desire to set the agenda in this policy do-
main, the French Presidency decided to transfer most defence-related 
issues from the PSC (chaired by the EEAS) to COREPER (chaired by the 
rotating presidency) (Sus forthcoming). In this way, it enhanced its room 
for manoeuvre in shaping this policy portfolio.

Against this backdrop, the study draws on the criteria for the perfor-
mance of Council presidencies developed by Vandecasteele and Bossuyt 
( 2 014) and their subsequent applications ( H Ö G E N AU E R 2 016) . It first looks at the 
external conditions for the Czech Presidency’s performance, and then it 
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turns to the national conditions to conclude with a short consideration of 
the issue-specific characteristics that concern the policy domain at stake 
– EU foreign policy with its security and defence dimension. A brief reflec-
tion on these three criteria sets the background for the main discussion 
provided by the study, which is to reflect on the most significant achieve-
ments of the Czech Council presidency with regard to foreign and security 
policy issues and discuss the shortcomings and ascertain the legacy of the 
Czech tenure at the helm of the Council.

EXTERNAL CONTEXT, NATIONAL CONDITIONS, 
AND ISSUE-SPECIFIC CHARACTERISTICS 

As scholars show in their previous studies of EU Council presidencies, a fa-
vourable external environment can be perceived as both facilitating the 
success of the presidency (by, e.g., offering opportunities for leadership) 
and constraining its room for manoeuvre. The deterioration of Europe’s se-
curity environment started a decade ago, with security crises happening 
in the wider Sahel region, including Mali, Libya, Syria, Afghanistan, and 
the EU Eastern neighbourhood ( R I DD E RVO L D – B O S I L C A 2 02 1 ;  S U S – H A D E E D 2 02 0) , 
as well as the Covid 19 pandemic; these have had a decisive influence 
on the performance of almost every Council presidency in recent years. 
However, Russiaʼs invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 triggered a crisis 
of unprecedented magnitude, fundamentally changing Europe’s securi-
ty landscape. The war that broke out during the French presidency also 
largely determined the actions of the Czech presidency in the second half 
of 2022. After the initial shock of the invasion, the European Union and 
its member states faced a series of foreign policy challenges, including the 
short-term need to support Ukraine with military equipment, hardening 
the sanctions against Russia, offering Kyiv the prospect of membership, 
further integrating joint defence procurement and strengthening resilience 
in the cyber security domain. As will be demonstrated below, these topics 
determined the programme of the Czech Presidency. 

As far as the national conditions for chairing the Council were con-
cerned, these were definitely more favourable than those of the previous 
Council presidency run by the Czechs in 2009, which suffered from the 
collapse of the Czech government and the subsequent political turmoil 
( B E N E Š – K A R L A S 2 010) . The autumn 2021 elections in Czechia led to a transfer 
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of power to a new five-party cabinet led by the liberal-conservative Prime 
Minister Petr Fiala. The departure of the populist Andrej Babiš from this 
post caused much optimism, both within the country and in Brussels, and 
raised hopes for a pro-European and efficient Czech Presidency. 

Regarding the issue-specific characteristics that concern EU foreign 
policy, in its security and defence dimension, two aspects stand out. Firstly, 
as mentioned above, in order to leave a trace within this policy domain, 
the Czech Presidency had to skilfully navigate between other institution-
al stakeholders such as the HR, the EEAS and the European Commission, 
with the Commission dealing with the joint defence procurement and 
playing a decisive role with regard to the cyber security portfolio. Second, 
the Russian invasion in Ukraine initiated a shift in the balance of power 
in the EU, where more attention and informal political power began to 
shift to the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Both the historical 
experience and the geopolitical location of the Czech Republic fostered 
the countryʼs credibility as a key player in shaping the EU’s response to the 
Russian war in Ukraine. The visit of the newly elected Czech Prime Minister 
to Kyiv in March 2022 further fostered Czechiaʼs standing in this regard. 
Related to these factors is also a particular set of competencies that Czech 
diplomacy has built with regard to the EU Eastern neighbours ( W E I S S 2 016) , 
which enhanced the Czech authority in dealing with the unprecedented 
security crisis. The Czech credibility with regard to the EU response to 
the Russian war also facilitated the role of the Presidency in the sanctions 
agenda. The sanctions regime against Russia was mainly negotiated with-
in COREPER, with the rotating presidency taking the lead. Arguably, the 
initial agreement on the scale of the sanctions that was present after the 
outbreak of the war has begun to grow weaker, with Hungary protesting 
any strengthening of the sanctions. However, during the Czech term the 
EU managed to stay united and adopt three more sanctions packages. 

THE REVIEW OF THE CZECH PRESIDENCYʼS PERFORMANCE 
IN THE FOREIGN AND SECURITY DOMAIN 

The Czech Minister of Foreign Affairs, Jan Lipavský, when presenting 
the priorities for the Czech presidency to the European Parliament, high-
lighted security, and defence issues as one of the five main areas on which 
Czechia aimed to focus. Specifically, he declared its unconditional support 
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for Ukraine, called for a fast delivery of weapons and advancing efforts 
to plan the country’s post-war reconstruction, and stressed the need for 
a strong transatlantic partnership, and for discussing how the EU should 
reassess its relations with Russia in the long-term perspective. The EU-
NATO cooperation, the EU support to Ukraine, and the implementation of 
the Strategic Compass (which has been adopted by the European Council 
in March 2022, marking the first time in the history of the Union that heads 
of state and government formally committed themselves to a comprehen-
sive arrangement on security matters) ( E U RO P E A N E X T E R N A L AC T I ON S E RV I C E 2 022) 
have been also mentioned by the Czech Deputy Defence Minister Jan 
Jireš, who outlined his countryʼs priorities in the security and defence 
domain ( E U RO P E A N PA R L I A M E N T 2 022) . When reflecting on the activities of the 
Czech Presidency in the second half of 2022, three issues stand out as be-
ing particularly relevant: the implementation of the Strategic Compass, the 
strengthening of the EU-NATO cooperation, and the further advancement 
of the enlargement policy. 

The Russian war in Ukraine gave an additional sense of urgency to 
the implementation of the policy instruments introduced by the Strategic 
Compass. The Czech Presidency leveraged this momentum, contributing to 
the progress in several policy areas. An illustrative example is provided by 
the progress within the field of military mobility, which constitutes a joint 
interest of both the EU and NATO. During the second half of 2022, the 
member states managed to push the project on military mobility developed 
within the framework of the Permanent Structured Cooperation forward.  
The project, led by the Netherlands, has been launched in 2018 and is a po-
litical and strategic platform aimed at unifying national cross-border mil-
itary transport procedures and enabling the rapid movement of military 
personnel and equipment across Europe by land, rail, sea, or air. Military 
mobility constitutes a key element of EU security and defence, as it facil-
itates Europe’s preparedness for swift responses to conflicts and crises. 

During the Czech presidency, the long-awaited agreement on the 
participation of the United Kingdom in the military mobility project was 
reached. With that, London joined the 24 EU countries and 3 non-EU 
NATO allies (Norway, the United States and Canada) participating in this 
endeavour (G A L L A R D O 2 022) . It happened at a record speed as the UK’s appli-
cation was approved by the participating EU states in early October and 
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its formal approval was subsequently given at a meeting of EU defence 
ministers on 15 November. The participation of the NATO allies in this 
project brings a significant added value as it advances the operational ca-
pabilities on the European continent and facilities joint military exercis-
es. Furthermore, as foreign policy had been excluded from the Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement, which regulates the post-Brexit cooperation be-
tween Brussels and London, the participation of the UK in the most signif-
icant PESCO project constitutes a sign of the growing willingness on both 
sides of the channel to accept pragmatic solutions and an intensification 
of collaboration in this domain. Apart from advancing the number of par-
ticipants in the project, the member states also agreed on a comprehensive 
Action Plan for Military Mobility for the period 2022–2026 that outlines 
a range of measures that will be introduced in the next four years ( E U RO PE A N 

C OM M I S S I ON 2022) . These include measures to protect transport infrastructure 
against hybrid threats, increase the energy efficiency of transport systems 
and identify infrastructure gaps to be filled through financial instruments 
such as the European Defence Fund.

Another example of a policy area identified as crucial by the Strategic 
Compass, and in which progress has been achieved, is cyber security. 
Combating cyber threats and delivering faster effective EU responses to 
various types of hybrid action by external actors has been one of the goals 
of the EU Hybrid Toolbox (EUHT) introduced by the Compass. Accelerating 
the implementation of the Toolbox and other related measures gained 
importance in the context of the Russian war as it has proven the signifi-
cance of cyber threats. Therefore, pushing the work on the EUHT forward 
was very high on the agenda of the Czech presidency from the beginning 
( P O L L E T 2 022) . Among the concrete actions undertaken by the Czechs in this 
regard were the organization of a conference on Strengthening Resilience 
and Countering Hybrid Interference and the circulation of a questionnaire 
among the member states with questions concerning their preferences 
for the provisions for invoking the EUHT. The latter also supported the 
preparations of the directive on measures to achieve a high common level 
of cybersecurity across the Union (the NIS 2 Directive) ( L A S O E N 2 022) , which 
has been adopted by the European Parliament by the end of December 
2022 and came into force in January 2023. 
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Closely linked to the implementation of the Strategic Compass was 
another priority on which the Czechs managed to deliver: the strength-
ening of the long-term cooperation between the EU and NATO. The out-
break of the war has provided an additional impetus for the multilateral 
cooperation and demonstrated the necessity of these two organizations 
closely working together, especially considering the above-mentioned 
advancements within the EU defence and the risk of duplication. The 
Czech Presidency stayed on top of this issue, making sure that NATO rep-
resentatives were invited to numerous events that took place within the 
Presidency’s framework. The third EU-NATO Joint Declaration, which was 
signed in early January 2023, and which underlines the complementarity 
of both actors and their mutually reinforcing roles in supporting interna-
tional peace and security, was also largely prepared under the umbrella 
of the Czech Presidency ( B R Z O Z OW S K I 2 02 3) .

Finally, another tangible achievement in which the Czech Presidency 
played a role was the revitalization of the enlargement process, which has 
been a contentious issue over the past years. By granting candidate status 
to Ukraine and Moldova in June 2022, the member states, on the one hand, 
expressed their general openness to EU enlargement, but, on the other 
hand, put themselves in a difficult position vis-à-vis the Western Balkan 
countries, which have been waiting for years for the EU to speed up their 
accession process. As the Czech Republic has traditionally been a supporter 
of EU enlargement, the region had high hopes that the Czech Presidency 
would bring some progress in this regard. In addition, the escalation of the 
geopolitical tensions between Europe and Russia has prompted many EU 
countries which have been rather reluctant to expand the EU to be more 
forthcoming regarding the aspirations of countries that, like Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, have been applying for candidate status since 2016. The Czech 
Presidency has managed to capitalize on fears that the volatility caused by 
the Russian war in Ukraine could spread to the vulnerable Western Balkans 
and contributed to the decision to grant Bosnia and Herzegovina a candi-
dacy status. As for Ukraine, despite expectations of the Czech Presidencyʼs 
involvement in organizing the first stages of its accession process and “ide-
ally achieving the opening of accession negotiations [with it] within 2022” (T E K I N 

E T A L .  2 022 :  8) , this did not materialize. The EU countries decided to follow 
the regular procedure of the accession process, expecting Ukraine to fol-
low the rules. Arguably, Czechia developed strong arguments “on why the 
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EU needed to bring Ukraine closer, as well as [for] deliver[ing] concrete benefits 
to the Ukrainian citizens” ( H AV L I C E K ,  2 02 3) , but it failed to establish a political 
consensus on this issue among the EU member states. However, the Czech 
Presidency has managed to keep the comprehensive support for Ukraine 
on the top of the EU agenda, countering the potential ‘war fatigue’ feared 
by experts (T E K I N E T A L .  2 022 :  8) . 

It has also actively participated in the preparations of the EU-
Ukraine summit in February 2023, which was not only highly symbolic 
as it took place in Kyiv but also confirmed the commitment of both sides to 
Ukraine’s accession to the EU. Another success of the Presidency regard-
ing Ukraine was the brokerage of the Council’s decision to grant Ukraine 
a loan of 18 billion euros to cover, inter alia, pensions and salaries and 
prevent an economic breakdown in the country. Despite the initial veto 
of Hungary, which was refused funds from the Recovery Fund due to its 
rule of law issues and thus decided to take the loan for Ukraine hostage 
( P OV Ý Š I L OVÁ 2 022) , the member states managed to reach an agreement on the 
financial support for Kyiv. Furthermore, in relation to the EU enlargement 
dossier, the Czech Presidency skilfully managed to leverage the summit 
of the European Political Community – a political initiatice of President 
Macron – which took place in Prague and was attended by heads of state 
and – a political initiative government of 44 European countries. Despite 
the summit not being linked to the Presidency, the Czech diplomacy took 
advantage of the presence of many EU leaders in its capital city and orga-
nized a follow-up informal summit of the European Council there. 

Among the issues where the Presidency’s response has not proven to 
be successful was the discussion on the activation of the passerelle clause 
to remove unanimity voting in some policy areas within the EU foreign pol-
icy. The issue has long been discussed in Brussels and taken up by leaders 
of both EU countries and EU institutions, but it remains controversial in 
the view of many countries, including the Czech Republic, which is rather 
reluctant toward this idea ( KO E N I G 2 022 :  5) . However, the war in Ukraine has 
added momentum to the discussion in relation to two aspects: the recur-
rent need to speed up the decision-making, and the context of a poten-
tial enlargement of the Union, which will entail a process of institutional 
reform. In addition, a move away from the unanimity rule in EU foreign 
policy was also recommended by the citizensʼ panels at the Conference 
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on the Future of Europe. Still, such a decision would require a unanimous 
agreement of the FAC and, regarding some policy areas, also the consent 
of the European Parliament. Aware of the sensitivity of the problem and 
the high level of disagreement among member states, some of which cher-
ish their veto right over the foreign policy domain, which is seen as a core 
state power, Czechia, acting as an honest broker, aimed to sound out the 
potential support within the EU for such a move ( Z AC H OVA 2 022) . Yet, the dis-
crepancies among the member states did not allow any progress in this 
respect ( W E S S E L – S Z É P 2 022) .

Moreover, the possibilities of the rotating presidency have been 
proven limited regarding the acceleration of the accession process of the 
Western Balkan countries. The political agenda has been dominated by 
Ukraine and EU-internal issues such as the energy crisis and high inflation.  
Despite the above-mentioned revitalization of the enlargement process 
and the granting of the candidacy status to Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
countries of the region expected more – in particular North Macedonia 
and Albania – and their expectations were overshadowed by the Russian 
war in Ukraine. In this regard, despite recognizing the geopolitical rele-
vance of the region, the Czech Presidency was not able to effectively ad-
vocate for its interests in the EU forum.

CONCLUSIONS 

Considering the involvement of various stakeholders in the EU foreign pol-
icymaking, with the rotating presidency being one of them, it is impossible 
to ascribe the above-presented progress achieved during the second half 
of 2022 solely to the Czech chair. All decisions in this policy domain must 
be supported unanimously by all member states as decision-makers and 
accepted by the EU supranational institutions. However, by skilfully set-
ting and scheduling the agenda and staying on top of the key policy dossi-
ers, Prague succeeded in leveraging the window of opportunity triggered 
by the Russian invasion of Ukraine to push for tangible progress within 
security and defence issues. Labelled as a “crisis counsellor” by Politico 
( BAY E R 2 022) , the Czech Presidency managed to navigate between the diver-
gent preferences of the member states regarding divisive issues such as 
the sanction regimes and the amount of financial support for Ukraine and 
broker a compromise. At the same time, the brief presentation of the two 
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policy examples where Czechia did not manage to succeed, demonstrates 
the limits of the power of the rotating presidency. Despite having an im-
pact on the agenda, the chair has only limited powers regarding getting 
other member states in line, especially when decisive issues are at stake. 
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INTRODUCTION

This contribution to the forum on the Czech Presidency of the Council of 
the EU (CZ PRES) in 2022 focuses on external security policy issues, ex-
cluding energy security, which is covered in other contributions. Pending 
the forum editors’ guidelines, the following three questions are addressed, 
building on the methodologies recently developed by Toneva-Metodieva 
( 2 0 02) and Veleva-Eftimova and Haralampiev ( 2 022) for assessments of EU 
presidencies:

What have been the most significant achievements of the CZ PRES? 

What have been the most important failures of the CZ PRES?

What are the legacy and leftovers of the CZ PRES?

The structure of the article is as follows. The first section offers 
a review of the antecedent academic literature on the presidency of the 
Council, which sheds light on the key roles and functions of the presiden-
cy, the impact of the institutional changes introduced by the adoption of 
the Lisbon Treaty on these roles, the internal and external factors that 
(ought to) play a role when it comes to the performances of EU Member 
States holding the rotating presidency, and the assessments of the 2009 
CZ PRES. The second section outlines the conceptual and methodolog-
ical challenges related to evaluations of the rotating presidency in terms 
of measuring specific results and outcomes and specifies the criteria used 
in this article in order to offer a tentative assessment of the legislative 
agenda, non-legislative deliverables, and relevant political initiatives of 
the CZ PRES in the area of external security. This assessment is present-
ed in section four, which is preceded by a succinct overview of the official 
CZ PRES priorities in the third section. In addition to a summary of the 
key findings related to the most significant achievements (both legislative 
and non-legislative deliverables in response to the challenges stemming 
from the war in Ukraine) and failures (the limited result delivery of sever-
al political initiatives), the concluding section also discusses the leftovers 
(especially the development of the EU’s rapid response capabilities) and 
legacy of the 2022 CZ PRES in the area of security.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

While the review of the antecedent literature reveals a growing interest 
in the study of the presidency of the Council, essential gaps persist when 
it comes to evidence-based and methodologically sound assessments of 
the performances of individual Member States as Council chairs. First, 
much of the existing literature focuses on the key roles and functions of 
the presidency when it comes to EU-level decision-making, i.e., agenda 
setting (including its own initiatives); political leadership (including pri-
ority setting); brokerage in policy disputes; and national and external rep-
resentation ( BAT O RY – PU E T T E R 2013 ;  E L G S T RÖM 20 06;  VA N G RU I S E N – VA N G E RV E N – C ROM B E Z 

2019;  H ÄG E 2017;  M E T CA L F E 1998 ;  PR I N C E N 20 03 ;  S C H O U T – VA N H O ONAC K E R 20 06;  TA L L B E RG 20 04; 

T H OM S ON 20 08 ;  WA R N TJ E N 20 08) . Overall, there is a tentative consensus regarding 
the multi-dimensionality of the role of the rotating presidency. In practice, 
the boundaries between the roles are not always well defined; they can be 
mutually supportive as well as conflicting, some roles may dominate for 
specific presidencies, and not all roles are relevant in every policy area, as 
which roles are relevant depends on the conditions of the environment in 
which the presidency operates (S C H O U T – VA N H O ON AC K E R 2 0 06:  1056) . In terms of 
theoretical explanations, rational choice institutionalists have stressed 
“utility maximization and the ambition of member states to use the exclusive 
leadership functions and resources of the presidency.” In contrast, historical 
and sociological institutionalists have emphasized “the relevance of the in-
ternalization of the impartiality norm and the obligation to fulfill core leadership 
functions to the benefit of the Union” ( BAT O RY – P U E T T E R 2 013 :  99 –10 0) .

Second, scholars have examined the impact of the institutional 
changes introduced by the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty on the role and 
the leadership potential of the Presidencies ( BAT O RY – P U E T T E R 2 013 ;  D I N A N 2 013 ; 

H ÄG E 2 017;  T O N E VA- M E T O D I E VA 2 02 0) . While the introduction of a ‘permanent’ 
President (appointed for two and half years to lead the European Council) 
and assigning the presidency of the Foreign Affairs Council to the High 
Representative took away important responsibilities from the rotating 
presidency ( BAT O RY – PU E T T E R 2013 :  98) , much of the antecedent literature shows 
that the presidency still “plays an influential role in shaping the agenda of 
the Council in line with its priorities and that this power has not significantly 
waned as a result of the institutional changes introduced by the Lisbon treaty” 
( H ÄG E 2 017:  701 ;  V E L E VA- E F T I M OVA – H A R A L A M PI E V 2 022 :  156) .
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Third, the available literature suggests a relatively long list of internal 
and external factors that (ought to) play a role in the performances of the 
EU Member States holding the rotating presidency. In addition to the afore-
mentioned impact of treaty changes, the former include the importance 
of the topic to the country holding the presidency; preferences, commit-
ments and actual negotiation strategies of key players; the level of prepa-
rations; and sensitivities between coalition partners (S C H O U T – VA N H O ON AC K E R 

2 0 06:  1058) . Several studies also emphasized the importance of the relatively 
tight six-month timeframe concerning Council outcomes, i.e., the legisla-
tive agenda, schedules, deadlines, etc. ( M E T C A L F E 1998 ;  R I T T B E RG E R 2 0 0 0 ;  T S E B E L I S 

– M ON E Y 199 7) , and the timing of the presidency itself, i.e., at what time the 
presidency is placed within the European institutions’ cycle; at what time 
the presidency is placed in terms of the multiannual financial framework 
cycle; and at what time the presidency is placed within the Trio setting 
( BAT O RY – P U E T T E R 2 013 ;  J E N S E N – N E D E RG A A R D 2 014 ;  T O N E VA- M E T O D I E VA 2 02 0) . When it 
comes to the importance of domestic specifics of the Member State hold-
ing the presidency, e.g., its size, year of accession, GDP per capita, past 
presidency performance, public opinion about the EU, and authority, the 
findings from existing studies are “ambiguous” (S C H O U T – VA N H O ON AC K E R 2 0 06 ; 

V E L E VA- E F T I M OVA – H A R A L A M PI E V 2 022 :  15 4) . 

When it comes to external factors, the following have been discussed: 
the degree to which a topic has been explored (new versus old); the level 
of trust in the Chair of the presidency; the presence of other brokers in 
the system; the shadow of the future; the political sensitivity of a topic 
(S C H O U T – VA N H O ON AC K E R 2 0 06:  1057–1058) and the (succession of) various crises 
that the EU has to overcome at the time of the presidency, e.g., the financial 
one in 2008–2010, the refugee-related one in 2015–2016, or the Russian-
Ukrainian one since 2022 (T ON E VA-M E T O D I E VA 2 02 0) .

Fourth, when it comes to the assessments of the performances of 
Member States as Council chairs, individual case studies have been rela-
tively numerous (S E E T ON E VA-M E T O D I E VA 2 02 0 :  652) , even beyond the yearly over-
views published by the Journal of Common Market Studies from 1998 till 
2013 (C O P S E Y – H AU G H T ON 2013) , substantially outnumbering comparative cases 
( E . G .  B E N G T S S ON – E L G S T RÖ M – TA L L B E RG 2 0 04) . Importantly for this article, sever-
al studies prioritized policy area case studies over comprehensive presi-
dency assessments, focusing, for example, on the role of the presidency in 
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brokering a specific agreement ( E . G .  G A L L OWAY 1999) (on Agenda 2000) or its 
impact on the development of a particular policy area ( E . G .  B J U RU L F – E L G S T RÖ M 

2 0 04) (on transparency policy). I am not aware, however, of any study ex-
amining specifically the performance of an EU Council presidency in the 
area of security, either internal or external. 

Finally, it is worth highlighting the findings of the antecedent liter-
ature assessing the 2009 CZ PRES. Among the Czech expert community, 
this presidency is arguably most remembered for the change of government 
in the middle of its six-month term. While the expectations were relatively 
low already before this event due to domestic factors, including the relative 
lack of experience of the Czech Republic as a recent entrant to the EU, and 
the avid Euroscepticism of the then Czech President Václav Klaus and the 
government that initially executed the presidency (led by the center-right 
Civic Democratic Party), several important external factors also had a ma-
jor impact ( B E N E Š – K A R L A S 2 010 ;  K R Á L – BA R T OV I Č – Ř I H ÁČ KOVÁ 2 0 09) . These included 
at least three the gas dispute between Ukraine and Russia; the renewed 
hostilities in the Gaza Strip; and the global financial and, later, economic 
crisis), the lack of cohesiveness of the trio consisting of France, the Czech 
Republic and Sweden, and the French President’s foreign major crises 
(policy ambitions and management of the economic crisis, which were 
problematic to the extent that the “activities of the CZ PRES and President 
Sarkozy came across as uncoordinated and even adversarial” ( BAT O RY – P U E T T E R 

2 013 :  101) . Nevertheless, most evaluators of the 2009 CZ PRES concur that 
its effectiveness could be characterized as mixed. In the security area most 
pertinent to this analysis, the 2009 CZ PRES performed well in external 
energy security and EU relations with Eastern Europe. However, its man-
agement of the Gaza crisis, “as well as of transatlantic relations, was not free 
from serious lapses” ( B E N E Š – K A R L A S 2 010 :  78) .

DEFINING AND MEASURING SUCCESS

As aptly noted by Schout and Vanhoonacker ( 2 0 0 6 :  1051 ) , “[j]udging pres-
idencies is easy, evaluating them is not.” Many academic assessments of 
presidencies “are short and do little more than list the major developments” 
(S C H O U T – VA N H O O N AC K E R 2 0 0 6 :  1051 ) , and among policy-makers, “political cor-
rectness often requires that Presidencies are evaluated as a success” (T O N E VA-

M E T O D I E VA 2 02 0) . Consequently, despite the growing academic interest, 
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genuine evidence-based evaluations of EU presidencies are still in short 
supply, and “the study of the presidencies, including of their political initiatives, 
remain[s] at the level of the narrative statement ” ( V E L E VA- E F T I M OVA – H A R A L A M PI E V 

2 022 :  15 4) . This is due to a number of factors. 

First, definitions of success are often only loosely specified. In line 
with the aforementioned key functions of the presidency, they range from 
the ability to increase the pace of integration; managing political diver-
gence; realization of “considerable progress” (S C H O U T – VA N H O O N AC K E R 2 0 06 : 

1051–1052); and the influence of the presidency on the EU political system to 
delivered results in terms of negotiation outcomes (T O N E VA-M E T O D I E VA 2 02 0 : 

652– 653) . An evidence-based evaluation has to go beyond such general state-
ments in order to avoid contradictory conclusions.

Second, few analyses specify a methodology for evaluating the pres-
idency in terms of measuring specific results. Most analyses of the Council 
presidency “focus on particular aspects of the preparation or the performance of 
the Presidency and remain descriptive in nature, rather than offering a methodo-
logically sound framework of indicators for the findings and judgements offered” 
( I B I D.) . According to Toneva-Metodieva ( I B I D. :  651– 653) , the methodological dif-
ficulty of performance assessments of the presidency is a consequence of 
the level of complexity in the Council and the EU decision-making, which 
is further compounded by limited access to information about the nego-
tiations in the Council and its preparatory bodies, as well as the other 
two key institutions in the policy process at EU level – the Commission 
and the Parliament. Moreover, the volume of EU-level decision-making 
has increased substantially, making “it very difficult to track each process, 
involved actors, concerned stakeholders, influences, bargaining strategies, out-
comes and impact ” because “there is no standardized practice of reporting of the 
Presidencies, as the Presidency is not an institution bound by requirements for 
accountability, but rather a function occupied only for a limited period” ( I B I D. :  653) . 
Finally, the results of a presidency “are intertwined with (a) circumstances at 
EU level and in the Member States, (b) the strategies of a plethora of institutions, 
actors, and stakeholders, [and] (c) developments on the international arena” ( I B I D. : 

651) . These contextual issues are beyond the presidency’s control but can 
significantly impact its agenda, progress, and outcomes.   
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As such, albeit this analysis is limited to assessing the external se-
curity agenda of the 2022 CZ PRES, the conducting of a full-fledged evi-
dence-based assessment would necessitate a research effort that would be 
far beyond the limited time scope (50 days since the end of the presidency) 
and resources of a single author with two research assistants. Therefore, 
to the extent possible, the following analysis follows the methodologies 
recently developed by Toneva-Metodieva ( 2 02 0) and Veleva-Eftimova and 
Haralampiev ( 2 022) for presidency assessments. These are based on a set 
of measurable indicators directly related to the work and efforts of the 
presidency during its six-month term, thus excluding the aforementioned 
contextual factors.

Since the primary function of the Council is the adoption of legisla-
tive acts, a key indicator for assessing the performance of the presidency 
is the number of legislative dossiers discussed and the stage of advance-
ment achieved. However, a comprehensive legislative agenda assessment 
would only be plausible regarding “internal” security, i.e., Justice and Home 
Affairs (JHA), where the EU has legislative powers. When it comes to “ex-
ternal” security, i.e., the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and 
the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), it is still the Member 
States which remain sovereign policy actors in their own right. As a con-
sequence, no legislative acts can be adopted in these areas at the EU level 
and the Ministers of Defense meet only informally. The few possible ex-
ceptions of ordinary EU legislation with security implications are related 
to the strong competences of the EU for regulating the single market, such 
as the EU Money Laundering Directives, which are relevant in the fight 
against terrorism, or the adoption of various sanctions (restrictive meas-
ures), where relevant Council Decisions are implemented with accompa-
nying EU Regulations. 

This situation is different when it comes to non-legislative delivera-
bles adopted by the Council, including Recommendations and Conclusions, 
and policy documents such as strategies, road maps, action plans, re-
ports, EU positions for international organization summits, conventions, 
or concluded international agreements (T O N E VA- M E T O D I E VA 2 02 0 :  65 4,  660 – 651) . 
The evaluation of these deliverables by the presidency can be performed 
both for JHA and the CSFP/CSDP because the Lisbon Treaty gives the 
Union an explicit external mandate. Specifically, according to Art 24, EU 
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competence “shall cover all areas of foreign policy and all questions relating to 
the Union’s security,” and Arts 23–46 spell out specific provisions for the 
CFSP and the CSDP. 

Political initiatives are “initiatives of political and strategic nature, ini-
tiated or carried forward (ex. diplomatic processes, strategic debates, expert and 
public discussions)”, which “each presidency has the opportunity to put forward 
or continue […] based on its individual preferences and the conditions on the EU 
political arena. This area of activity is what shapes the image of a Presidency and 
what it is often remembered for ” (T ON E VA-M E T O D I E VA 2 02 0 :  655) . For their evalua-
tion, the following criteria were used with numerical scores assigned to 
their values (see Table 1): the type of initiative; the degree of intensity of 
the action performed; and the quality of the result (for which conditional 
grades were given). By adding up the numerical scores of each of these in-
dicators, the overall assessment was calculated for each specific initiative, 
and this score was then normalized; i.e., the specific numerical value de-
rived was related to the possible maximum which can be achieved for the 
respective work, set at 100, and also to the possible minimum, set at 0. In 
this way, an index with indices of individual political initiatives conducted 
by the presidency was obtained (see Figure 1 and the online Appendix). 

TA B L E 1 :  K E Y Q UA L I T Y PA R A M E T E R S FO R E VA LUAT I N G P O L I T I CA L I N I T I AT I V E S 

1. Initiative type/score: Conference-forum/5, Diplomatic negotiations/4, Political meeting-

dialogue/4, Expert meeting-dialogue/3, Training/1, Other/1

2. Action intensity/score: One-off (for example, one event)/4, Repeated 

(a series of initiatives with a follow-up)/3

3. Quality of the result/score: No documents have been adopted/0.5, Documents of a purely declarative 

nature/2, Documents containing specific proposals for action – with 

a deadline and without funding/3, Documents containing specific proposals 

for action – without a deadline and with funding/3.5, Documents containing 

specific proposals for action – with a deadline and with funding/4

Source: Author’s compilation based on Veleva-Eftimova – Haralampiev (2022). 

To account for the differences in the relative importance of specific 
political initiatives, the sum of numerical values assigned to three 
additional indicators was used to determine their conditional 
weight: the stage of the implementation process of the initiative; 
the scope of the institutional participants; and to what extent 
the initiative was a priority for the EU (see Table 2). Thus, a single 
general index for all the political initiatives conducted by the 
presidency was obtained as a calculation of a weighted average of 
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the indices of the individual initiatives (see the online Appendix). 
Since this overall index is a number in the range from 0 to 100, it 
can be interpreted on the basis of its similarity to a percentage, 
and as such, it can be used as an indicator of the degree of success 
of the performance of the main activities of the presidency (in 
our case it is limited only to the external security agenda).

TA B L E 2 :  C ON D I T I ONA L W E I G H T S FO R E VA LUAT I N G P O L I T I CA L I N I T I AT I V E S 

1. The stage of the implementation 

process of the initiative/score:

A new initiative launched by the presidency/4, A continuation 

of work already undertaken/an already existing process/2

2. The scope of the institutional 

participants/score:

The Council of the EU alone/3, The Council of the EU jointly with 

other institutions from the EU triangle/4, The Council jointly with 

other institutions outside the EU triangle/5, The Council jointly with 

other non-governmental participants (local or international)/4

3. Is the topic a priority 

for the EU?/score:

Yes, it is on the Leaders’ Agenda, in the Conclusions and of priority 

for the presidency/6, Yes, it is on the Leaders’ Agenda and in the 

Conclusions of the European Council/4, Yes, it is in the Conclusions 

of the European Council and of priority for the presidency/4, Yes, 

it is on the Leaders’ Agenda and of priority for the presidency/4, 

Yes, but it is only on the Leaders’ Agenda/2, Yes, but it is only in the 

Conclusions/2, Yes, but it is only of priority for the presidency/2, No/1

4. The priority for the EU 

according to the standing 

of participants/score:

Not a priority, experts are involved/1, Not a priority, but ministers are 

involved/2, Not a priority, but leaders of the states are involved/6, 

Single priority, experts are involved/2, Single priority, ministers 

are involved/4, Single priority, leaders of the states are involved/8, 

Double priority, experts are involved/4, Double priority, ministers 

are involved/6, Double priority, leaders of the states are involved/10, 

Triple priority, experts are involved/6, Triple priority, ministers are 

involved/8, Triple priority, leaders of the states are involved/12

Source: Author’s compilation based on Veleva-Eftimova – Haralampiev (2022). 

A fundamental limitation of this assessment of the 2022 CZ PRES 
activities is the shortage of data necessary to properly evaluate all of the 
relevant indicators listed in Tables 1 and 2. Due to time constraints, the 
author was only able to collect the data for directly measurable indicators 
of the nature of the CZ PRES performance in terms of political initiatives, 
which can be found in a number of primary sources, i.e., documents pub-
lished by EU institutions and the Czech government/ministries/agencies. 
In contrast, much of the information on the negotiation processes of legis-
lative and non-legislative initiatives cannot be derived from open sources. 
The operationalization of the relevant indicators would therefore necessi-
tate a substantial number of interviews with representatives of the presi-
dency team and interviewees from the General Secretariat of the Council 
and/or the European Parliament as co-legislators (T ON E VA-M E T OD I E VA 2020 :  663) . 
This task was beyond the limited human and time resources available for 
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writing this article. Consequently, only a rudimentary assessment of the 
negotiation progress (i.e., no progress, some progress, or major progress) 
made on security-related legislative and non-legislative initiatives under-
taken by/during the 2022 CZ PRES is presented below. Their complete list 
is provided in the online Appendix.

THE CZECH PRESIDENCY PRIORITIES 
IN (EXTERNAL) SECURITY

The CZ PRES from 1 July to 31 December 2022 was in the middle of the 
trio, as it was preceded by the French and followed by the Swedish presi-
dency. The original joint programme of the presidencies approved on 14 
December 2021 by the General Affairs Council had four priority thematic 
areas: 1) protecting citizens and freedoms; 2) building economic founda-
tions: a European model for the future; 3) building a climate-neutral, green, 
equitable and social Europe; 4) promoting European interests and values 
in the world. Albeit the first priority area was (internal) security oriented, 
overall, the priorities “were mainly aimed at addressing and mitigating the neg-
ative economic and social impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic” (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y 

O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO PE A N U N I ON 2022 A ) . When it came to (external) security, 
the trio plan merely noted that “the three Presidencies will also work towards 
a stronger and result-oriented Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) 
through the endorsement and implementation of the Strategic Compass” (C O U N C I L 

O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 02 1:  3) . 

The emphasis on (external) security, however, became the number 
one priority following the Russian aggression in Ukraine in February 2022. 
In fact, it can be argued that the (search for the) EU response to the war in 
Ukraine dominated the entire CZ PRES agenda. This was clearly reflect-
ed in all five of the priority areas specified in the CZ PRES programme: 
managing the refugee crisis and post-war reconstruction of Ukraine; en-
ergy security; strengthening European defense capabilities and cyberse-
curity; the strategic resilience of the European economy; and resilience of 
democratic institutions (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 

2 022 B) . The programme included 61 explicit references to the “Russian ag-
gression” against Ukraine and stated that the CZ PRES would support the 
EU’s efforts to defend the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine 
via further use of EU instruments for arms supplies and other assistance 
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measures for Ukraine, in particular under the European Peace Facility 
(EPF); the application and enforcement of the sanction regimes and their 
further extension; and ensuring accountability for crimes against inter-
national law committed during the war in Ukraine (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E 

C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 B :  17) .

Beyond the war in Ukraine, the CZ PRES programme included the 
following key (external) security topics: the implementation of the Strategic 
Compass; strengthening the EU-NATO cooperation, the development of 
capabilities in this respect and the strengthening of European defense ca-
pacities; the development of rapid response capabilities and streamlining 
CSDP missions and operations; resilience against disinformation and stra-
tegic communication at the EU level; and the external aspects of the fight 
against terrorism (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 B) . 

THE FULFILLMENT OF THE CZECH PRESIDENCY 
PRIORITIES IN (EXTERNAL) SECURITY

When it comes to the legislative and non-legislative deliverables related 
to the war in Ukraine, substantial and tangible progress was made in ful-
filling the following CZ PRES priorities in the area of external security: 

→ The quick adoption of the 7th, 8th, and 9th package of EU sanc-
tions against Russia, which was to be supplemented with 
a price cap on Russian oil in cooperation with the G7 coun-
tries; and the agreement on fully suspending the EU-Russia 
visa facilitation agreement (see the online Appendix for spe-
cific Council Decisions and Regulations). 

→ The launch of the Union’s  Military Assistance Mission 
(EUMAM) in mid-November 2022. The mission aims to train 
around 15,000 Ukrainian soldiers in EU countries in two years. 
Its full operability is expected to start at the beginning of 2023. 

→ The implementation of several assistance measures under the 
EPF, with successfully negotiated compromises in increasing 
the financial and material support for Ukraine by setting the 
mechanism for reimbursement of supplies, which enabled the 
EU Member States to continue to provide the support (the total 
reimbursements from the EPF amounted to EUR 3.1 billion), 
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and an agreement to increase the EPF’s total budget by EUR 
2 billion in 2023 and by up to EUR 5.5 billion in the period up 
to 2027 (O F F I C E O F T H E G OV E R N M E N T O F T H E C Z E C H R E P U B L I C 2 02 3 :  6 ,  11–13) . 

→ Albeit not explicitly earmarked as a security matter, the 
December 2022 approval of an EU loan of EUR 18 billion to 
prevent a financial breakdown in Ukraine in 2023 is also worth 
noting here, given the need to overcome the long-standing veto 
by Hungary ( E U RO P E A N C O U N C I L 2 022) . 

No tangible progress was made when it came to ensuring account-
ability for crimes against international law committed during the war in 
Ukraine. In this area the CZ PRES only issued political calls for support 
of the work of the International Crime Tribunal and the establishment of 
a special international tribunal to prosecute the crime of aggression com-
mitted by Russia at the UN Security Council meeting in September 2022 
( P E R M A N E N T M I S S I ON O F T H E C Z E C H R E P U B L I C T O T H E U N 2 022) . 

When it came to the other external security priorities, some progress 
was reached in the following areas in the implementation of the Strategic 
Compass, where the CZ PRES:

→ Actively cooperated in the preparation of the new Pact for 
a Civilian Common Security and Defence Policy. 

→ Contributed to the completion and approval of the text of the 
Council Conclusions on foreign manipulation of information 
and interference. 

→ Helped to find consensus on the implementation guidelines 
for the Framework for a coordinated EU response to hy-
brid campaigns, thanks to which the hybrid toolbox became 
operational. 

→ Oversaw the United Kingdom joining the PESCO project on 
military mobility;

Contributed to the development of the European defense industry 
with the agreement at the Council level on the EDIRPA Regulation (sup-
port for collaborative public procurement), which represents the first step 
towards expanding the possibility of a joint acquisition of military material 
by EU Member States (O F F I C E O F T H E G OV E R N M E N T O F T H E C Z E C H R E P U B L I C 2 02 3 :  11–13) .  
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Regarding the other priorities, the CZ PRES contributed to imple-
menting the Council’s conclusions on the external dimension of count-
er-terrorism. When it came to strengthening the EU-NATO cooperation, 
the CZ PRES made progress on the third joint EU-NATO declaration, which 
was completed and signed in early January 2023, and which specifies key 
areas of future cooperation, including resilience and the protection of 
critical infrastructure, emerging and disruptive technologies, space, the 
security implications of climate change and foreign information manip-
ulation and interference ( E U RO P E A N C O U N C I L 2 02 3) . Little, if any, progress was 
achieved when it came to the development of rapid response capabilities 
and streamlining CSDP missions and operations.

Beyond the initially stated priorities, the CZ PRES also oversaw the 
EU responses to two other external developments: 1) the launch of the 
EU civilian monitoring capacity at the Armenian part of the border with 
Azerbaijan and the start of the preparations for setting up a standard 
CSDP civil monitoring mission in Armenia; 2) the imposition of addition-
al sanctions against Iran for its repression of civil protests and also for its 
supplying Russia with drones that were used in the aggression in Ukraine 
(O F F I C E O F T H E G OV E R N M E N T O F T H E C Z E C H R E PU B L I C 2 02 3 :  11–13) . Overall, when it came 
to non-legislative outcomes, 43 were adopted during the four meetings of 
the Foreign Affairs Council during the CZ PRES (see the online Appendix).  

Regarding the assessment of the political initiatives, Figure 1 pres-
ents the normalized assessment in the form of indices of individual po-
litical initiatives conducted by the CZ PRES (see the online Appendix for 
the complete list) using the quality parameter criteria specified in Table 1. 
The political initiative with the highest index (76.5) was the August 2022 
Informal Meeting of EU Ministers of Defence, where the political agree-
ment on the Military Assistance Mission (EUMAM) was reached. The 
political initiatives with the lowest index (0) were the Away Days for the 
working groups Military Committee Working Group and Headline Goal 
Task Force (EUMCWG and HTF), and the Working Party on Maritime 
Issues Away Day, which are all held regularly every six months and involve 
the given group’s visit to the presidency country, during which the group 
members have the opportunity to learn about the culture and history of 
the host country. What is important here is the structure of the distribu-
tion – only six out of 19 political initiatives have reached over half of the 
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maximum possible potential for achieving a result and five initiatives have 
reached less than one fourth of the potential. 

F I G U R E 1 :  I N D I C E S O F P O L I T I CA L I N I T I AT I V E S ( I N D E S C E N D I N G O R D E R )

Source: Author’s calculations. For the list of all the initiatives and their scoring, see the online Appendix. 

Following the application of conditional weights (see Table 2) to 
account for the differences in the relative importance of specific politi-
cal initiatives, the general index assessment of the political initiatives of 
the CZ PRES is 43 (see the online Appendix for details). Since the index 
is a number in the range from 0 to 100, it can be interpreted based on its 
similarity to a percentage. Considering that virtually no Council presidency 
is likely to achieve an overall index higher than 70–75 (T ON E VA-M E T OD I E VA 2020 : 

66 4) , the CZ PRES’s achievement when it comes to the political initiatives’ 
results in the area of external security can be qualified as a good, but only 
slightly above average performance. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The analysis of legislative and non-legislative deliverables of the 2022 
Czech Presidency in the area of external security (CFSP/CSDP) points to 
an overall excellent performance when it comes to addressing the chal-
lenges of the war in Ukraine and a medium performance when it comes to 
other policy priorities, in particular the implementation of the Strategic 
Compass and EU-NATO relations. In two of the initially mentioned pri-
ority areas – ensuring accountability for crimes against international 
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law committed during the war in Ukraine and the development of rapid 
response capabilities, and streamlining CSDP missions and operations 
– little progress was achieved. Regarding the assessment of the political 
initiatives, the performance of the CZ PRES was good overall, albeit sev-
eral initiatives have not realized the maximum potential when it comes 
to result delivery.  

Several caveats are in order. First, due to the lack of data from inter-
views, the assessments presented in this article are tentative only. In par-
ticular, it is impossible to assess the quality and quantity of the contribu-
tions of different actors involved in the preparation and delivery of specific 
deliverables and initiatives (the CZ PRES versus the High Representative 
and the European External Action Service), since much of the underly-
ing work happens behind closed doors in more than 30 working groups 
( K E U K E L E I R E – D E L R E U X 2 014:  70) . Secondly, from a methodological point of view, 
the selection of political initiatives and the criteria used for their normal-
ized quality assessments and conditional weighting may require further 
adjustments, both in general and to compensate for the fact that the criteria 
were not originally designed to measure specific policy areas only. Third, 
the standard of comparison matters which would require a comparative 
perspective to other priority policy areas (two are covered in other con-
tributions to this special forum) and to other presidencies. 

Nevertheless, some general observations can be made. First, the im-
portance of the impact of external crises on the agenda of the CZ PRES is 
crystal clear. While the original trio programme paid limited attention to 
external security issues, the CZ PRES agenda was dominated by security 
challenges resulting from the Russian aggression in Ukraine. Second, it is 
a major achievement that the CZ PRES has lived up to the vast majority 
of these challenges while simultaneously delivering a decent, if at times 
average, performance on other security priorities at the EU level. In this 
respect, it can be argued that the 2022 CZ PRES managed the entire exter-
nal security agenda much better than the 2009 CZ PRES. Third, the few 
external security priorities with little to no progress arguably concerned 
relatively long-term challenges, such as the development of the EU’s rapid 
response capabilities and the streamlining of CSDP missions and opera-
tions, which were bound to persist long beyond the six months of the CZ 
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PRES. As such, these left-overs of the CZ PRES in the external security 
policy area are possibly better characterized by the ‘long-runners’ label. 

Overall, one can therefore argue that the CZ PRES’s solid execution 
of the key functions of EU presidencies – political leadership, brokerage, 
and external representation – in response to the war in Ukraine, the larg-
est conflict on the EU’s doorsteps in decades, represents the single most 
important legacy of the 2022 Czech Presidency. 
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Russia’s military invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 prompted the EU to 
reevaluate its energy policy toward Moscow. Faced with the need to rapidly 
diversify its fossil fuel imports away from Russia and hit by skyrocketing 
energy prices, the EU Member States started to hastily look for alternatives. 

The incoming Czech Presidency in July 2022 therefore had a daunt-
ing task ahead of it, as it had to keep unity in the bloc’s policy approach 
towards the Kremlin and manage the unfolding energy crisis that increas-
ingly hit European consumers while not losing sight of the ambitious cli-
mate change mitigation targets. 

Dealing with heightened energy security concerns while maintain-
ing a focus on the climate agenda would have been a challenge even under 
normal circumstances, given how much the policy approaches in both ar-
eas differ across the EU. Recent studies noted that the energy transition 
in Europe has been marked by a multi-speed dynamic, with one group of 
(mostly Western) countries focusing on the development of renewable 
energy as a way of lowering import dependency, and the other group of 
(mostly Eastern) countries being more preoccupied with security of sup-
ply at affordable prices ( PÉ R E Z – S C H O LT E N – S T E G E N 2 019) . Western states, having 
more developed economies with higher GDP per capita, better developed 
energy infrastructures and markets, and longer expertise in the RES sector, 
were more likely to see development of renewable energy as an industrial 
opportunity ( I B I D.) . The fact that the energy sectors of many Western states 
are more diversified due to a mix of economic and geographical factors 
also played a role here. In Central and Eastern Europe, on the other hand, 
even though societal attitudes to sustainable energy and climate change 
have been closely following Western Europe (S U RW I L L O – P O P OV I C 2 02 1) , the 
primary focus has been on energy security (JA N E L I Ū N A S 2 02 1) , especially se-
curity of fossil fuel supply as opposed to renewables and energy efficiency 
( F I G U L OVÁ – W E RT L E N 2021) , and that focus frequently overshadowed the energy 
transition agenda (J I RU Š E K – V L Č E K 2 02 1) . 

Factors such as path dependencies stemming from the Soviet lega-
cy ( Z S O LT 2 02 1) , reliance on fossil fuels and centralized energy systems, and 
the emphasis on competitiveness vis-à-vis Western counterparts, cou-
pled with the challenge of meeting EU climate goals, hindered the tran-
sition in the CEE region ( M I Š Í K – O R AVC OVÁ 2 02 1) . Furthermore, some analyses 



IZABELA SURWILLO

13358/1/2023  ▷ czech Journal of international relations

illustrated that factors such as national identity and historical narratives 
have also influenced policy agendas in the region, tying them to concepts 
such as ‘sovereignty’ or ‘independence’ ( E . G . ,  B E R L I N G – S U RW I L L O – S L A K A I T Y T E 

2 022 ;  K U C H L E R – B R I D G E 2 018) .

As a result, while Western Europe concentrated on transmission 
network development, the CEE region prioritized diversification policies 
in the gas sector, with new infrastructure projects such as LNG terminals, 
gas pipelines, and interconnectors designed to improve regional supply 
security vis-à-vis the Russian monopoly. Several countries from the CEE 
region – including the Czech Republic – have also actively tried to block the 
progress toward the EU’s ambitious climate goals on several occasions by, 
e.g., protesting significant GHG emissions or blocking the progress toward 
the EU 2050 carbon-neutral target while frequently opting for a gradual 
approach to the sustainable energy transition that would minimize the 
impact on their economies ( Z E I L I N A 2 019;  VA N R E N S S E N 2 014) .

The economic dimension would also come to the fore as far as the 
levels of energy poverty across Europe are concerned. Recent studies illus-
trated that whereas some percentage of households across most EU states 
might struggle to meet their basic energy needs, the classic economic de-
velopment distinction between the core and periphery is also applicable 
to the geographical divide of energy poverty in the EU, with Southern and 
Eastern European Member States being the most negatively affected by 
energy poverty ( B O U Z A ROVS K I – H E R R E RO 2 017:  70) .

The multiple disparities in approaches to energy security and ener-
gy transition, as well as the differing levels of energy poverty, have led to 
divergent energy and climate policy preferences across the EU, resulting 
in a complex dynamic in the energy and climate sectors. A study published 
three years prior to the outbreak of the war in Ukraine ( P É R E Z – S C H O LT E N – 

S T E G E N 2 019) outlined three scenarios for the European energy transforma-
tion if this two-speed dynamic was to continue. The first scenario would 
see an emergence of two competing blocs in Europe, each with divergent 
views on energy security, and focusing either on renewables or on fossil 
fuels, and this would result in limited cooperation. In the second scenario, 
the two blocs’ energy security interests would diverge from each other, but 
cooperation and grid interconnectedness would develop between them as 
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well, leading to a more versatile energy security; the two blocs would bal-
ance each other out, depending on the changing costs and energy outputs 
from different sources. In the third scenario, after an initial divergence, 
the two blocs would come closer to each other in terms of their energy se-
curity strategies and their cooperation on network interconnectedness. 
This scenario could be facilitated through renewable energy technology 
transfers, environmental protests, or greater incentives from the European 
Commission (EC). 

The war in Ukraine has had a significant impact on the European 
Unionʼs energy and climate policies. In the short to medium term, the dis-
parities in approaches to energy and climate policies are likely to persist 
and resemble the second scenario outlined by Perez et al. (2019) . However, the 
shift in the EU’s policy approach towards Moscow is expected to push the 
EU Member States towards the third scenario in the long term. Russia’s use 
of energy as a tool of political pressure following the outbreak of the war 
in Ukraine has increased the sense of urgency across Europe regarding the 
need to secure energy supplies. This has led to a greater consensus on the 
geopolitical dimension of energy security across the EU. Simultaneously, 
the need for an accelerated energy transition has provided a further impe-
tus for countries in the CEE region to invest in renewable energy sources 
and energy efficiency measures. The increased focus on both energy and 
climate policies across Western and Eastern European states is likely to 
lead to greater cooperation and convergence of approaches in the long 
term, as Member States will work together to achieve their climate goals 
while also ensuring energy security. However, there are significant chal-
lenges ahead, as was evident during the Czech Presidency of the Council. 

The war in Ukraine reshaped the priorities of the Czech Presidency 
of the Council, which was guided from the start by the motto ‘Rebuild, 
Rethink, Repower,’ with energy security being one of the top five issue ar-
eas to be tackled ( D R 2 C ON S U LTA N T S 2 02 3) . It was clear on the eve of the Czech 
Presidency that Prague would need to successfully lead trialogue talks on 
key legislative proposals within the ‘Fit for 55’ package and work on the ad-
vancement of the ‘REPowerEU’ plan. The ‘REPowerEU Communication’ and 
‘Action Plan’ published by the European Commission in spring 2022 both 
highlighted the importance of the diversification away from the Russian 
energy sources, tackling the high energy prices and further investment in 
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low-carbon technologies ( E U RO PE A N C OM M I S S I ON 2022 C) . With the EU being high-
ly dependent on Russian gas (40%), oil (27%), and coal (46%) prior to the 
outbreak of war in Ukraine, it was paramount to set the deadlines for the 
phase-out of Russian fossil fuels. Diversification of natural gas – in both 
the gaseous and liquified forms – was particularly pressing, as was increas-
ing the interconnectedness of the European gas and electricity networks. 
With the prospect of winter ahead, energy experts and policymakers also 
stressed the importance of further solidarity arrangements between the 
Member States, a necessary cooperation to maximize the EU’s collective 
political and market power (e.g., through joint gas purchases from the ex-
ternal suppliers), and ensuring sufficient gas storage before the incoming 
winter heating season.

During the Czech Presidency, there was a focus on implementing 
the REPowerEU plan, which included fast-tracking the targets of the ‘Fit 
for 55’ package. That meant increasing targets for renewables and energy 
efficiency, simplifying and accelerating procedures for permitting projects 
in renewables, and further regulations necessary for increased investments 
in the renewable energy sector, including solar energy, wind energy, biom-
ethane and renewable hydrogen. These measures were not only intended 
to speed up the energy transition process, but they could also help offset 
the phase-out of fossil fuels.

Commitments to clean mobility ( KO Ž M Í N OVÁ E T A L .  2 022) and consider-
ations related to the societal impact of decarbonization (e.g., the need 
for a just transition for European regions with the help of the Social 
and Climate Fund and the Just Transition Fund) were also highlighted. 
Although cutting energy demand and increasing energy efficiency meas-
ures would be fastest and most cost-efficient strategy in the short term, 
it was recognized that incentives for energy efficiency and savings meas-
ures would need to be accompanied by appropriate national schemes for 
price regulation to shield European companies, farmers and vulnerable 
individual consumers from the energy prices’ volatility. 

Fast forward to December 2022, the Czech Presidency of the 
European Council was widely complimented for its many accomplish-
ments, not least those in the energy sector. Maintaining the Union’s unity 
against Russia, e.g., in the form of sanctions, and preventing the European 
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energy market from collapsing were mentioned by the Czech side as some 
of its most prominent achievements ( PE D Z I WO L 2022) . The praise, as far as the 
track record in the energy-climate sector was concerned, was largely de-
served. However, several pressing issues and missed opportunities remain, 
especially as far as the progress on the EU-wide RES and energy efficiency 
targets are concerned. And the slower progress on the latter reflects the 
continuously different policy priorities across the EU.

THE MOST SIGNIFICANT ACHIEVEMENTS OF 
THE CZECH COUNCIL PRESIDENCY

In many ways the Czech Presidency exceeded expectations, as it managed 
to largely maintain the Union’s common front and steer its political direc-
tion in times of crisis. Several key agreements in the energy and climate 
sectors have been negotiated along the way to achieve that. Those included 
an agreement on the windfall tax and the introduction of a cap on profits 
from power plants (apart from gas and hard coal), a commitment to re-
duce the gas demand by 15 percent, an agreement on energy saving at peak 
hours, a cap on gas prices, and a commitment to joint gas purchasing and 
solidarity in case of gas supply cuts ( I B I D.) .

Significant progress has also been made on the revisions and provi-
sional agreements within the ‘Fit for 55’ package. To start with, the Carbon 
Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) was introduced. This scheme 
targets imports of products in carbon-intensive industries from non-EU 
business partners, who are, in turn, incentivized to fulfill the EU’s high cli-
mate standards. The mechanism is meant to prevent carbon leakage and 
create a level playing field, leading to the convergence of global climate 
ambitions ( D R 2 C ON S U LTA N T S 2 02 3) .

A provisional agreement on the reform of the EU’s emissions trad-
ing system (EU ETS) negotiated in December 2022 was another important 
achievement. The reform involves further acceleration of the emissions 
reductions targets (from 43% to 63% by 2030), a faster reduction of the 
cap on allowances (from the original plan of -2.2% per year by 2030 to 
-4.3% per year between 2024 and 2027, and then -4.4% per year between 
2028 and 2030), more sectors being covered by the ETS, including mar-
itime transport (from 2024), and a separate new ETS for buildings, road 
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transport, and fuels for additional sectors. For sectors not covered by the 
EU ETS (road and domestic maritime transport, buildings, agriculture, 
waste and small industries) an emission reduction target of 40% compared 
to 2005 to be achieved by 2030 was agreed. 

This ambitious EU climate agenda was also enhanced by the LULUCF 
regulation, which set an overall EU-level objective of 310 Mt CO2 equiv-
alent of net removals in the land use, land use change and forestry sector 
by 2030 (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U 2 022 A ) .

The Czech Presidency also has a good track record regarding the 
progress on clean transport regulations. Just before Prague took the lead-
ership of the Council, the European Parliament voted in June 2022 for 
a ban on the production and sale of new cars with an internal combustion 
engine from 2035. A month later, the EP adopted its position on new draft 
rules to increase the uptake of sustainable fuels by planes in EU airports. 
The new accelerated targets state that the minimum share of sustainable 
aviation fuel at EU airports should be 2% from 2025, which would then 
increase to 37% by 2040 and 85% by 2050 ( E U RO P E A N PA R L I A M E N T 2 022 A ) . The 
expected share of electricity and hydrogen plays a key role in this future 
fuel mix (with the EC proposing 32% for 2040 and 63% for 2050). 

Moreover, in October 2022, the EP voted for the Alternative Fuels 
Infrastructure Regulation (AFIR), which aims to increase the number of 
the recharging and alternative fuel refueling points for cars, planes and 
ships across the EU ( I RU 2 022) . A new set of rules promoting the use of re-
newable and low-carbon fuels in maritime (FuelEU Maritime) ( E U RO P E A N 

PA R L I A M E N T 2 022 B) and air transport (ReFuelEU Aviation) ( E U RO P E A N PA R L I A M E N T 

2 022 C) , was also introduced to cut emissions in each sector respectively. As 
far as maritime transport is concerned, the GHG emission targets are to 
be cut by 2% as of 2025, 20% as of 2035, and 80% by 2050, as compared 
to the 2020 level (G R E E N C A R C ON G R E S S 2 022) .

The progress in the climate policy has been accompanied by im-
portant developments in the energy sector. A crucial development for the 
Czech Presidency was achieving an agreement on the acceleration of the 
deployment of renewable energy projects, including procedures and dead-
lines for issuing permits for solar, repowering, and heat pump projects 
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(C O U N C I L O F T H E E U 2 022 B) . The regulation is mostly applicable to RES projects 
and technologies with the highest potential for quick deployment and the 
least impact on the environment (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U 2 022 C) .

Recognizing that tackling energy demand and energy efficiency 
measures is the quickest and most cost-effective way of mitigating the cri-
sis, in September 2022 the Energy Council reached an agreement on the 
common measures on electricity demand reduction ( E U RO PE A N E N V I RON M E N TA L 

B U R E AU 2022) . One month later, a general approach to the Energy Performance 
of Buildings Directive (EPBD) was adopted ( I B I D.) . The Czech Presidency 
also sought to focus on mitigating the energy price increases and shield-
ing the most vulnerable consumers. Several policy decisions were taken to 
lessen the economic impact of the energy crisis on the societies.

Most importantly, an agreement on a windfall tax for energy com-
panies, which sets a mandatory temporary solidarity contribution on the 
taxable business profits in the crude petroleum, natural gas, coal, and 
refinery sectors, was reached (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U 2 022 D) . In addition, the regu-
lation applies to regular national taxes on profits that amounted to more 
than a 20% increase of the average yearly taxable profits since 2018 in the 
fiscal year starting in 2022 and/or 2023. The additional funds generated 
from the windfall tax are to be directed to individual households and com-
panies to help them deal with the effects of high retail electricity prices.

Moreover, some of the revenues generated from the ETS for fuels in 
additional sectors would be transferred into the social climate fund aimed 
at mitigating the negative impact of carbon pricing within the new ETS 
system ( E U RO P E A N C O U N C I L O F T H E E U 2 02 3) .

Given the EU’s high dependency on the Russian fossil fuels and 
its need for their gradual phaseout and diversification of fossil fuels, 
the Member States have agreed at the Energy Council meeting in July 
2022 to reduce natural gas demand by 15% before winter 2022 ( E U RO P E A N 

E N V I RON M E N TA L B U R E AU 2 022) . Equally important was the introduction of new 
measures facilitating joint purchases of gas by the Member States and the 
emphasis on solidarity in the new regulations that introduced an obliga-
tion for the states to share gas with each other in periods of sudden acute 
shortages that would affect electricity production (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U 2 022 B) . 
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These policy decisions will strengthen the EU’s negotiating position on 
the global energy market in the long term and aid in refilling gas storages 
across the EU before the next winter heating season, that of 2023\2024.

THE SHORTCOMINGS OF THE CZECH PRESIDENCY

The Czech Presidency of the Council certainly had to make responding 
to the energy crisis a priority, and as such it managed to successfully steer 
the Council decisions on some key emergency legislation. However, despite 
important progress being made also on the ‘Fit for 55’ package, the track 
record in the renewables and energy efficiency sectors illustrates some 
missed opportunities, with the revisions of both the Renewable Energy 
( E U RO P E A N C O M M I S S I O N 2 022 A ) and the Energy Efficiency Directive ( E U RO P E A N 

C O M M I S S I ON 2 022 B) not being very ambitious.

The outcome of the negotiations on energy efficiency measures, cut-
ting energy demand and setting new RES targets between the EU bodies 
and the Member States has been insufficient. Already in May 2022 the 
European Commission’s ‘REPowerEU’ plan aimed to increase the energy 
efficiency target (initially agreed in 2021) from 9% savings to 13% by 2030. 
In September the EP followed up on this by backing a mandatory energy 
saving target of 14.5% to be achieved by 2030. However, the EU Member 
States greenlighted only the 9% target back in July 2022, and with the 
Council under the Czech Presidency backing the same level of commitment 
it created a difficult ground for negotiations with the other EU bodies and 
posed a risk of states not implementing the necessary tougher measures in 
the medium term. It is worth noting that Member States had already missed 
their energy savings targets for 2020 ( K U R M AY E R 2 022) . The Member States 
also proved to be reluctant toward the idea of adopting another strong-
er target for the annual energy savings obligations, which would ensure 
a decrease in their consumption of oil, gas and electricity. Whereas the 
Commission suggested a 1.5% target from 2024 onwards and the EP has 
been pushing for a higher target of 2%, the EU countries prefer a staged 
approach instead (TAY L O R 2 022) .

Despite reaching a commitment on reducing energy demand, the 
Czech Presidency also did not manage to negotiate strong compulsory 
measures. The overall 10% gross electricity consumption reduction target 
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is voluntary, albeit it does include the 5% mandatory electricity reduction 
target to cover at least 10% of peak hours (which are to be identified by 
Member States by March 2023) (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U 2 022 D) . As the agreement 
hinges on the voluntary efforts of the Member States, and only twelve of 
them have adopted domestic mandatory energy reduction regulations so 
far, the progress might prove insufficient.

A study conducted by the European Environmental Bureau (EBB) 
showed that by mid-December 2022 Italy, Germany, France and Spain have 
introduced the strongest gas saving measures so far ( K AU L A R D – H E I G E R 2 022) . 
Being a large importer of Russian gas prior to the war in Ukraine (55% of 
its gas imports), Germany has also implemented a gas auctioning mod-
el to incentivize industrial consumers to reduce their gas consumption. 
Several Member States – Portugal, Slovenia, Denmark, Belgium, Malta, 
Greece, Ireland and Hungary – have opted for a mix of a few mandatory 
gas consumption reduction measures in public buildings and voluntary 
measures for private entities and citizens. The rest of the countries have 
focused on voluntary measures, while a few of them have not implement-
ed any measures yet ( I B I D.) .

A certain lack of momentum could be also spotted in the revisions 
of the Renewable Energy Directive. Although in mid-September 2022 the 
European Parliament voted in favor of an ambitious 45% target for RES in 
the EU’s energy mix to be reached by 2030, as outlined in the ‘REPowerEU’ 
plan in spring (with the Greens and the Left advocating for even more 
radical targets – 55–56% RES by 2030 and 100% by 2040) ( M E S S A D 2 022) , 
this target has not been upheld in the Renewable Energy Directive (RED 
III). Instead, the 40% RES objective in the Union’s gross final consump-
tion to be reached by 2030 was maintained (an increase from the 32.5% 
by 2030 target in the 2018 Renewable Energy Directive) (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U 

2 022 E) . This raises questions as to whether the new regulations are ambi-
tious enough, especially as no binding national renewable energy targets 
for EU countries were set.

When it comes to other policy developments, quite noteworthy was 
the Councilʼs approach to the Energy Performance of Buildings Directive 
(EPBD) adopted in autumn 2022. Buildings account for 40% of the energy 
consumption in the EU and their poor performance in this regard became 
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evident in the current crisis amid the skyrocketing energy prices ( E U RO P E A N 

C O U N C I L FO R A N E N E RG Y E F F I C I E N T E C ON O M Y 2 022) . Improving that performance is 
therefore one of the key ways of tackling the energy crisis and protecting 
vulnerable consumers. However, the Council’s revision of the directive 
appears to be only moderately ambitious in the current double crisis of 
energy and climate change. The Council maintained the main revision 
objectives of the directive as set out by the Commission, including for all 
new buildings to be zero-emission by 2030, and for all existing buildings 
to be transformed into zero-emission buildings by 2050. Regarding new 
buildings, it was also agreed that new buildings owned by public bodies 
would become zero-emission by 2028 ( E U RO P E A N B U I L D E R S C ON F E D E R AT I ON 2 022) . 
However, although the Czech Presidency was determined to maintain 
the Minimum Energy Performance Standards (MEPS) for all segments 
of the building stock, it took a less ambitious approach to this than the 
European Commission. For instance, no clear benchmarks have been set 
for the MEPS, while a number of exceptions were introduced. Moreover, 
the provisions on the harmonization of Energy Performance Certificates 
and improvement of indoor environmental quality in all types of buildings 
suggested in the European Commission’s proposal, turned out to be much 
weaker in the Council’s approach.

When it comes to renewables, environmental actors have been point-
ing to the rather weak regulations on biomass. Bioenergy currently consti-
tutes 60% of the renewable energy resources in the EU ( E U RO P E A N C O M I S S I ON 

2 019) , and biomass was included in the EU’s RES mix with the caveat that 
its share cannot exceed the average recorded volumes in 2017–2022. The 
EP outlined a plan for the progressive phase down of biomass. However, 
no end date for its complete phase out was indicated ( M E S S A D 2 022) .

Lastly, when it comes to a wider international focus, the Czech 
Presidency also worked jointly with the European Commission to reach 
an agreement at the UNFCCC COP27 in Egypt on November 20th on loss 
and damage and maintaining the commitment to the 1.5C degrees target. 
Although the Union showed a unified front, the commitments made in 
relation to climate mitigation are not high enough and might put the 1.5C 
degrees goal in jeopardy.



Examining the Czech Presidency ’s Role in the Convergence 
of the EU’s Energy-climate Agenda

142 ▷ czech Journal of international relations 58/1/2023 

THE LEGACY OF THE CZECH COUNCIL PRESIDENCY

Similarly to the other Visegrad states, the Czech Republic was not con-
sidered as the most climate-ambitious actor. Adding to that the immense 
challenge of the energy crisis following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
the Czech Presidency was faced with a multiplicity of necessary policy 
decisions to be made in the energy and climate sectors. 

In contrary to the common belief, the Czech Republic was well suited 
to deal with the pressing issue of energy supply, as the topic had been high on 
the CEE regional security agenda for years. Hence, despite the challenge of 
the numerous emergency regulations needed, Prague showed strong leader-
ship in successfully pushing for greater energy solidarity in new regulations, 
cooperation on joint purchases of gas, implementation of a cap on gas prices, 
a windfall tax for energy companies and a significant reduction of gas demand. 

Regardless of the presidency being preoccupied with energy securi-
ty, the climate agenda remained in sight and significant progress has been 
made on the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), the reform 
of the EU’s emissions trading system (EU ETS), and clean transport regu-
lations (AFIR, FuelEU Maritime, ReFuelEUAviation). Crucially, the Czech 
Presidency also managed to reach an agreement on the acceleration of the 
deployment of renewable energy projects.

However, the revisions of the Renewable Energy and the Energy 
Efficiency Directive so far lacked momentum, while the important commit-
ment to reducing energy demand was not backed up by strong compulsory 
measures. From a wider perspective, this reflects the reluctance of numer-
ous EU Member States to implement more ambitious sustainable targets in 
the current crisis. In some way, though, this is also a reflection of the Czech 
Presidency itself and the traditional policy focus in the CEE region on the 
security of supply rather than on an ambitious climate policy targets.

Nevertheless, the legacy of the Czech leadership of the Council gives 
hope that important tasks can be accomplished in a short time period and 
that despite their differences, the Member States can maintain a united 
front and reach strategic compromises. The Presidency has also illustrated 
the importance of personal determination, as the conduct of some of its key 
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politicians was particularly noteworthy. The Czech Minister of Industry 
and Trade, Jozef Síkela, who oversaw the EU Council of Ministers discus-
sions on energy and called a meeting on this eight times to successfully 
reach several important agreements, is a case in point here. 

Given that significant progress is still needed in the renewables and en-
ergy efficiency sectors, the incoming Swedish Presidency needs to prioritize 
both areas and push for stronger RES and energy saving targets, as proposed 
by the European Commission in ‘REPowerEU’ and as supported by the EP. 

The acute situation on the European energy market following the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 naturally shifted the attention to the 
need for diversification and the ultimate phaseout of fossil fuels, includ-
ing gas. Although several EU states still envision the use of gas as a ‘bridge 
fuel’ in their energy transition, in the future there is a need to put more 
emphasis on the importance of new RES technologies. The development 
of the renewable hydrogen market and infrastructure and boosting solar 
photovoltaic and wind capacity are crucial. And regions such as CEE still 
have a lot of untapped potential that should be explored when it comes 
to the development of RES.

At the same time, from a more long-term perspective, the policymak-
ers will need to ensure that new projects in fossil fuel infrastructure (in-
cluding gas pipeline connections and LNG terminals) are well coordinated 
to avoid overinvestment and a carbon lock-in effect that could side-track 
the energy transition in the long term.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine and the resulting energy crisis have 
created a pivotal moment for the future of Europeʼs energy transition. As 
outlined in Pérez, Scholten and Stegenʼs (2 019) scenarios, the crisis has ex-
posed the divergent takes on energy security of the two blocs. However, the 
EUʼs response to the crisis has not followed this bleak path. Instead, there was 
a shared recognition among the Member States of the need for greater energy 
security and diversification, as well as increased cooperation and intercon-
nectedness in energy and climate sectors. While clear divisions remain across 
different parts of the EU for the time being, the Swedish Presidency and the 
subsequent Presidencies of the Council hold the potential to drive forward the 
task of further policy alignment in both areas, despite the challenges ahead.
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INTRODUCTION

The second Czech presidency in the European Union Council took place 
against a backdrop seemingly similar to the one in 2009. The European 
Union (EU) was going through an energy crisis involving Russia and 
Ukraine. However, in almost all other aspects, the situation in 2022 was 
markedly different. Not only was the institute of the presidency formally 
different from the one the Czech Republic assumed in January 2009, but 
also, the crisis barely bore any resemblance to the 13-year-old one. First, 
European states were dealing with an all-out war on the continent, an 
unseen phenomenon since 1945. That itself would provide for a difficult 
presidency as Europe had to deal with heightened geopolitical tensions 
and Russian threats. On top of it, however, the energy crisis set in motion 
circa half a year before the presidency, drove natural gas and electricity 
prices high, putting pressure on the already strained European economies. 
It was clear right from the start that the Czech presidency had a lot on its 
plate with very little room for mistakes as an atmosphere of concerned ex-
pectations was lingering around. The presidency was originally prepared 
by the preceding government of Prime Minister (PM) Andrej Babiš, who 
had dedicated a very limited budget to the task. The slashed budget had 
thus prompted concerns about a potentially very limited presidency.  

The following text assesses the Czech presidency of the EU Council 
with regard to the energy sector and energy security issues. It takes stock 
of the agreements sealed during the presidency and contrasts them against 
the general definition of energy security. It then proceeds to analyze wheth-
er these agreements result in increasing the energy security of the EU. To 
address the task, the following research question was formulated: Did the 
EU s̓ energy security increase due to the agreements sealed during the Czech pres-
idency? The textʼs primary focus is on natural gas and electricity as these 
are traded on the common market, and are thus within the EUʼs institu-
tional reach. Crucially, these are also the energy sectors most influenced 
by the Russian invasion of Ukraine. 

TAKING ON THE PRESIDENCY MANTLE

Even before July 1, the first day of the Czech presidency of the EU Council, 
it had been clear that the Czech representatives were not off to a smooth 
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start. The first and most obvious problem was the state Europe was in 
with the war ravaging Ukraine since February 24, 2022. Although to the 
surprise of many, Ukraine survived the first concentrated attack and was 
even retaking the initiative in some regions, the situation was still rath-
er bleak. The second concern for the Czech presidency was that it had to 
deal with the limited resources assigned for the presidency by the previous 
government, which gravely underestimated the needed funds and staffing 
(Č E M U S OVÁ 2 019) . Although the new government of PM Petr Fiala made some 
last-minute adjustments to accommodate the expected high demands 
of the presidency during the trying times, the 6-month period tested the 
stateʼs capacities extensively. The presidency even required some govern-
ment staffers to change their assignments and work on EU matters for the 
time of the presidency ( B O U B Í N OVÁ 2 022) .

Notably, the Czech Republic was simultaneously facing a refugee cri-
sis at home, as it provided shelter to almost half a million refugees cumu-
latively, which was the highest number out of all the European countries, 
and it was by no means an easy task for a country of ten million (S TAT I S TA 

2 022) . At the same time, the country was dealing with high energy prices, 
a topic intensely politicized in domestic political battles. For this reason, 
energy market functioning and energy prices became the most closely 
observed issue of the Czech presidency. On the EU level, the energy-relat-
ed agenda was also among the most followed topics, as energy prices and 
supply shortages were the main real-life war impacts in the EU countries. 
In fact, outside of the countries dealing with the influx of refugees, the en-
ergy price hikes were the only noticeable impact on everyday life. When 
the Czech Republic took on the mantle of the presiding country on July 
1, electricity prices had already risen sharply, with the Czech Republic 
marking one of the steepest increases ( E U RO S TAT 2022 A ) . Therefore, it was clear 
that something had to be done, and all eyes were on the Czech Minister of 
Industry and Trade, Josef Síkela, and the Council of Ministers he presid-
ed over. After all, energy security was the number 2 priority of the official 
Czech presidency program (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO PE A N U N I ON 

N .  D. :  4) . Therefore, it was understandable that the presidency was expect-
ed to broker an EU-wide solution to this problem. The Czech presidency 
had a clear advantage over their French counterparts, who started their 
stint six months earlier during peacetime and had to abruptly accommo-
date to a new reality after the all-out war broke out less than two months 
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into their presidency. Unsurprisingly then, The Czech presidency focused 
heavily on the energy-related agenda. At the same time, it cannot be said 
that the energy crisis was anything new, as the prices of natural gas and 
electricity started to climb up in mid-2021; therefore, the time was ripe for 
thorough systemic adjustments ( E U RO S TAT 2 022 B) . 

ADDRESSING THE ISSUES

The commonly used definition of energy security is the one used by the 
International Energy Agency (IEA), which defines energy security as the 
“uninterrupted availability of energy sources at an affordable price ” ( I E A 2 019) . 
This definition corresponds with the officially stated priorities of the Czech 
presidency concerning energy security. These were:  

1) Implementation of the REPower EU plan, including source 
diversification and new supply routes, energy savings, and 
a speeding up of the energy transition;

2) Replenishing natural gas storages and fostering joint purchas-
es of natural gas;

3) Implementing measures to tackle high energy prices.

While the first two goals addressed the uninterrupted availability 
component of the abovementioned definition, the third one was meant to 
take on the remaining component, affordability. As the energy and eco-
nomic crisis had already been in full swing by the summer when the Czech 
Republic took on the presidency, it was clear that it would need to deal with 
the gas and electricity prices. Simultaneously, as electricity and natural 
gas are traded on the common market, they are the energy sectors where 
the EU has the biggest say and where the presidency can help make a dif-
ference. Dealing with the supply security and energy market functioning 
thus became the biggest presidency task.

The most visible immediate measure addressing the first point, 
i.e., savings, was a voluntary gas consumption reduction of 15% in the 
2022/2023 heating season (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO PE A N U N I ON 2022 A ) . This measure 
can be attributed to the first defining factor of energy security – the avail-
ability of energy sources, which ultimately increases the overall available 
volume. Although the measure was received with criticism as it was not 
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made compulsory, with mandatory provisions available only under emer-
gency conditions, the agreement sent out an important signal about the 
will to come to terms and find a common denominator in times of crisis.1 

Due to the combination of high commodity prices and consumer anxiety, 
the gas demand did eventually decrease. In fact, in the Q3 and Q4 of 2022, 
the demand decreased by more than 20% compared to the same period 
in 2021, thus even exceeding the 15% goal ( E U RO S TAT 2 022 C) . Although the re-
sponsibility for this decrease cannot be clearly ascribed to the presidency, 
as the decline started even before the agreement in reaction to the high 
prices, and the reduction was not made compulsory, the presidency-facil-
itated agreement indeed helped to highlight the importance of the task. 
Additionally, the measure has the potential to increase the availability 
component by definition; plus, the savings can be made compulsory under 
emergency conditions, as noted above. 

Addressing the second point, it was set out that gas storages had 
to be refilled before the upcoming winter (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F 

T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 A ) . Although in retrospect, the effort was successful, 
and the member states secured stable supplies for the 2022/2023 heating 
season (based on the situation at the time of writing in early March 2023), 
the hasty effort to replenish storages was likely among the reasons driving 
the gas spot price to an unprecedented height in August 20222 (EUenergy 
n.d.). Therefore, although meeting this priority increased the availability 
and stability components, it undermined the affordability component. 
The measures to aggregate the demand and procure joint gas purchases 
that were agreed on later that year should at least partly mitigate such an 
effect in the future, thus fostering affordability (see below). 

Joint gas, LNG, and hydrogen purchases via the EU Energy Platform 
were agreed on towards the end of the presidency in November 2022. 
The presidency sealed the deal on establishing a joint platform for gas 
purchases at the fourth extraordinary meeting of EU energy ministers. 
The measure is based on aggregating gas demand and seeking the supply 
jointly so that the participating members do not compete with each other, 
which would undermine their respective positions. The idea is based on 
the assumption that the aggregated demand will provide greater leverage 
on the competitive market than the members acting individually. Taking 
part in the measure is voluntary except for the provision that the members 
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have to buy 15% of the storage levels of gas via this measure (C O U N C I L O F T H E 

E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 B) . The next major achievement was the transborder sol-
idarity measure, which, in fact, relied on the basic framework of energy 
solidarity, which had been already enshrined as early as in the Treaty on 
the Functioning of the European Union years earlier ( E U R L E X 2 0 0 8) . Both the 
solidarity measure and the demand aggregation will help increase the sta-
bility and availability component. 

Council presidencies usually put the less conflictual points on the 
agenda before those with a higher potential for disputes, and the Czech 
presidency followed the same tactics. The common denominator was 
agreed on first, with the more complicated issues left for later. That way, 
the presidency was able to reach an agreement on transborder solidari-
ty, demand aggregation, and consumption reduction before agreeing on 
the perhaps most controversial point – the gas price cap – just before the 
presidency ended (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I O N 2 022 A ;  C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E 

C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO PE A N U N I ON 2022 A ;  C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO PE A N 

U N I ON 2 022 B) . In hindsight, the reaching of an agreement on these important 
yet less groundbreaking measures in the first place turned out well and 
perhaps gave the presidency the needed confidence before it took on the 
more difficult agenda.  

PREOCCUPIED WITH THE PRICE CRISIS

To address the third point, high energy prices turned out to be a recurring 
topic throughout most of the presidency; hence, let us dedicate a separate 
section to it. As hinted above, addressing electricity and gas prices clearly 
falls under the affordability component. The severity of the situation in the 
electricity and gas markets was undisputed, given the potential impact of 
high prices on society. During the summer, and particularly in August, the 
presidency’s main topics were the electricity and gas price caps, so much 
so that the climate issues were pushed back, as was actually stated in the 
original presidency goals (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO PE A N U N I ON N . 

D. :  47) . Even though some of the implemented measures actually help foster 
the energy transition agenda as well, the emphasis was clearly on the en-
ergy and economic crisis the EU was going through. For instance, the gas 
consumption reduction measures could be ascribed to the decarbonization 
effort; however, the purpose of the measure was to alleviate the strain on 
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the supply chain in the first place (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 A ) . Such 
a prioritization was unsurprising given the security situation at the time 
and the governmentʼs stance towards the Russia-inflicted war. Since the 
beginning, PM Fialaʼs government has been among Ukraineʼs most visible 
supporters and framed the whole issue from a geopolitical perspective, 
making clear that it sees Russian energy supplies as a dangerous weapon 
( F I A L A 2 022) .3 Hence, securing energy supplies fits well into this narrative. 

By August 2022, the high energy prices could no longer be ignored. 
The summer of 2022 caught Europe in what could legitimately be called the 
perfect storm. The combined effect of an unexpected production outage of 
nuclear sources in France, and severe droughts and thus a low hydropower 
output, required natural gas power plants to fill in the supply gap right at 
the time when the gas prices were high. Although this seemed to be tem-
porary, as it was driven by the sudden surge in demand, the pressure from 
the civil society as well as the commercial sector prompted governments 
to act. Eventually, the discussion boiled down to two possible options. The 
first one was the so-called “Iberian exception”, i.e., decoupling natural gas 
from price setting ( PAT E L 2 022) . However, the European Commission did not 
favor imposing this solution, which was viable in the rather specific condi-
tions of the more-or-less isolated Iberian market. In fact, the Commission 
generally resisted any idea of gas price caps as it maintained that such 
a cap would inevitably increase demand while strengthening reliance on 
natural gas as a fuel. The Commission apparently did not favor tampering 
with the energy market functioning and feared that any such decoupling 
of commodity prices would be hard to reverse. Eventually, it was agreed 
upon to cap the “cheap” sources (i.e., those that profit the most from a price 
set by the expensive natural gas, i.e., renewables and nuclear sources) and 
use the outstanding profit to soften the impact of the electricity price on 
consumers (O F F I C E O F T H E G OV E R N M E N T O F T H E C Z E C H R E PU B L I C 2022) . The Czech pres-
idency was happy about the outcome despite the actual measure eventual-
ly having a rather dubious and indirect impact.4 Nevertheless, the agreed 
measure inherently impacts the electricity price, thus helping to improve 
the affordability component. 

At the same time, a split emerged among the EU members, indicating 
what was to be a source of an argument also in the negotiations on the gas 
price cap later that year. As the yearʼs end neared, the Czech representatives 
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pushed to reach an agreement, ideally, a unanimous one. Even though 
unanimity was not, per se, required, the Czech representatives wanted 
to get as many members on board as possible as Minister Síkela appar-
ently wanted to make a name for himself and his team (S H I RYA E VS K AYA 2 022 ; 

W I L L O U G H BY 2 022) . Also, closing the presidency with a major agreement was 
crucial for the Czech government. The Czechs, along with other members 
who felt the price hikes the most (e.g., Spain, Italy, Belgium, and Poland), 
opposed the somewhat merely symbolic measures for dealing with them 
proposed by the Commission ( L I B O R E I RO 2 022) . On the other hand, they had 
to convince some of the EUʼs heavyweights, like Germany, the Netherlands, 
Austria, and Denmark, who maintained that price caps would inflict high-
er consumption. 

In order to reach an agreement, several snap councils were con-
veyed, highlighting the extensive amount of organizational work done 
by the presidency. Eventually, the agreement was reached in the eleventh 
hour on December 19 (C Z E C H P R E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I O N 

2 022 B) . Even though the deal set the price cap relatively high, it could be 
regarded as a success from the energy security perspective. Although the 
measure would serve as more of a “panic brake” than a precaution, it can 
positively affect the affordability component. Also, the message sent out 
by the presidency, that is, that it was able to strike a deal based on a wide, 
if not universal, agreement, should not be understated ( A B N E T T 2022) . The ta-
ble below summarizes the measures and their impact on the EUʼs energy 
security for an easier overview.

As a side note, it should be stated that as much as the governmentʼs 
performance at the EU level was generally praised, the communication of 
its successes at home was somewhat modest and left a lot to be desired. The 
oppositionʼs criticism of the government for allegedly not doing enough to 
tackle the high energy bills was a staple throughout the presidency and 
was rarely met with a comprehensive response from the government. The 
government focused on the EU level, relying on a comfortable majority in 
the Chamber of Deputies. As a result, the opportunity to present the EU 
presidency to the public and improve the reputation of the Union was not 
fully used. 
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TA B L E 1 :  AG R E E D M E A S U R E S A N D T H E I R I M PAC T S ON E N E RGY S E C U R I T Y

Measure Impact

Consumption reduction Increased availability

Storage refilling Increased availability

Transborder solidarity Increased availability

Demand aggregation Increased affordability 

Electricity price cap Increased affordability

Gas price cap Increased affordability

Source: the author.

CONCLUSION

The ongoing war and the related crises in the energy and economic sectors 
heavily influenced the Czech presidency. Expectedly, strengthening the blocʼs 
energy security was among the presidencyʼs priorities. The article utilized 
the widely used definition of energy security to assess whether the measures 
agreed on during the presidency could increase the Unionʼs energy security. 

The research was based on the definition used by the International 
Energy Agency, which defines energy security as the uninterrupted avail-
ability of energy sources at an affordable price. Based on this definition, it 
was revealed that natural gas saving measures, storage refilling, and trans-
border solidarity would increase the availability component. The demand 
aggregation with electricity and gas price caps, on the other hand, would 
increase the affordability component. 

The agreements reached during the 2022 Czech EU presidency 
should also be praised for their consensual nature and the presidencyʼs ef-
fort to reach a wide agreement even when a qualified majority would suffice. 
Here, the presidency’s ability to broker a collective agreement, especially 
in the face of the energy and economic crisis, should not be understated. 

Besides, the Czech governmentʼs staffers gained valuable experience 
during the presidency and will thus likely bring a new quality to state insti-
tutions. However, the trying times stretched the human and institutional 
capacity of the government to its limits. The focus on EU matters may have 
even caused some domestic tasks to be put on the back burner for the time of 
the presidency. In any case, the government officials showcased their ability 
to work as honest brokers, a valued quality for the EU Council presidency. 
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Although the presidency focused mainly on mitigating the energy 
and economic crises, several of its measures also positively impacted the 
climate-related agenda, such as the energy savings measures. Despite being 
in the shadow of the energy crisis management, these achievements should 
be recognized. In the face of the potential supply crisis, the presidency also 
strengthened the role of transborder energy solidarity. Although the sol-
idarity and the agreement on savings were presented as being among the 
undisputed achievements, they still earned some critique for the built-in 
exemptions and rather tame goals. Nevertheless, the political importance 
of the agreement and the joint commitment was significant. 

In general, it could be said that the Czech presidency was a success 
and showcased the state apparatusʼs ability to broker deals under pressure, 
even in the sphere where the EU merely shares its powers with member 
states. Even though the issues highlighted some of the persisting cleavages 
among member states, the Czech presidency showed its ability to reach an 
agreement where possible by going the extra mile where needed. Given that 
the markets have calmed down since the heated moments in the summer 
of 2022, the most visible legacy of the presidency has remained the way 
the presidency managed its role in the trying times. 

 

ENDNOTES

1 A similar, yet more modest, agreement was reached for electricity consumption (Office 

of the Government of the Czech Republic 2022). 

2 Although only a minor part of the capacity was traded at that price and the hike was 

likely partly driven by speculative actions, it did draw the attention of the public and 

prompted governments to action. 

3 The government has supplied military support to Ukraine since the war began, and PM 

Fiala was among the first visitors to Kiev after the war started.

4 The questionable effect of the price caps is given by their rather loose nature, as they 

set the mechanisms in motion too late for most of the consumers, like in the case of the 

gas price cap, or had only a very indirect effect, like in the electricity price case. While 

in the former case, the price cap is higher than the recent price hike, in electricity, the 

financial help is indirect, using money deducted from profits of the sources benefiting 

from the high price level.
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INTRODUCTION: THE CZECH PRESIDENCY 
AS AN ‘HONEST BROKER’?

From July to December 2022, the Czech Republic held the rotating 
Presidency of the Council of the EU for the second time since its acces-
sion to the European Union.1 Just like the French presidency in the first 
half of 2022, the Czech presidency was overshadowed by the Russian war 
against Ukraine, which forced the Czech government to partially rewrite 
its original EU priorities ( L A Z A ROVÁ 2 022) . In addition, two domestic political 
conditions were potential obstacles to a successful presidency. First, by the 
time Czechia took over, the five-party government led by Prime Minister 
Petr Fiala (Občanská demokratická strana, ODS) had been in office for only 
six months. Hence, it was not clear how stable this oversized government 
would be in case of internal debates. A second challenge was that a fair 
share of the preparations for the presidency had taken place under the pre-
vious government of Andrej Babiš (ANO 2011), which had not considered 
the presidency as a top priority. As a result, the government had allocated 
a comparatively small budget for the preparations ( Z AC H OVÁ 2021) .2 Nourished 
by the memories of the first Czech presidency, when the government was 
ousted by the opposition’s vote of no confidence in the middle of the pres-
idency (S E E L I N E K – L AC I NA 2010) , these domestic challenges raised some doubts 
about the government’s ability to manage the presidency successfully. 

This contribution assesses the presidency’s achievements, failures 
and leftovers in one of its presidency priorities, namely the resilience of 
democratic institutions. While this policy field also includes questions of 
how to strengthen the democratic resilience of the EU polity as a whole (for 
example, by ensuring free and fair elections or protecting media freedom 
in the EU), the question of how to respond to threats to the rule of law and 
democracy at the national level are at the core of this debate. Thus, the 
article focuses on the rule of law conflicts with the Hungarian and Polish 
governments. In particular, it assesses how the Czech presidency managed 
the ongoing Article 7 (1) procedures against both Poland and Hungary as 
well as the first-ever application of Regulation 2020/2092 on the general 
regime of conditionality for the protection of the Union budget, which was 
initiated against Hungary by the European Commission in April 2022. 
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I argue that the Czech presidency was successful in this area be-
cause it fulfilled its commitment to act as an ‘honest broker’ ( L A Z A ROVÁ 2 022) 
in the rule of law-related negotiations with Hungary and Poland. Although 
it did not substantially bring forward the Article 7 (1) procedures against 
Hungary and Poland in the Council, it brought the first application of the 
conditionality mechanism to a successful end. In particular, the presi-
dency succeeded in getting Hungary to not block an 18 billion Euro assis-
tance package for war-torn Ukraine in exchange for lifting the procedure 
and managed to secure a necessary qualified majority in the Council in 
favour of suspending EU funds. In addition, the Czech government effec-
tively countered the image of a coherent Visegrád Group whose members 
are united in their opposition to liberal democracy, ‘western’ values and 
further integration. 

The article starts by reviewing the presidency of the Council from 
a theoretical angle, highlighting its agenda-shaping powers in the Council. 
After a brief overview of Article 7 (1) and the rule of law conditionality 
procedures, I assess the Czech presidency’s handling of these procedures. 
I conclude with an overall assessment of the presidency’s performance and 
its implications for the Czech government’s position in the EU. 

THE POWERS OF THE PRESIDENCY OF THE COUNCIL 
OF THE EU FROM A THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

The role of the rotating presidency, which is carried out by a member state 
government for six months, has been reduced with the Treaty of Lisbon 
( BAT O RY – P U E T T E R 2 013) . First, the functions of the presidency of the Council 
were separated from those of the European Council by establishing the post 
of a permanent President of the European Council serving for a two-and-
a-half-year term. This reduced the rotating presidency’s formal responsi-
bilities and duties and, as a result, also its informal powers in shaping EU 
policies. Second, since after Lisbon the rotating presidency is no longer at 
the helm of the Foreign Affairs Council ( BAT O RY – P U E T T E R 2 013 :  98) , its influ-
ence on the Union’s Common Foreign and Security Policy is diminished. 

Despite this, the state holding the presidency still enjoys enor-
mous agenda-shaping powers in the Council ( H ÄG E 2 017;  TA L L B E RG 2 0 03) . It can 
set the agenda by putting certain proposals and issues on the agenda 
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(agenda-setting), it can structure the agenda by emphasizing or de-empha-
sizing certain issues (agenda-structuring), and it can prevent certain issues 
from being placed on the agenda (agenda-exclusion). While blocking certain 
issues is not an option in some cases (e.g. in crises, when decisions are ur-
gent or in rule of law-related matters; see below), the presidency can use 
its scheduling power to set the pace and to determine which issues it will 
prioritize and devote special attention to ( H ÄG E 2 017) . Hence, the presidency 
still has the power to steer the course of EU policies into its preferred di-
rection and to determine issues of particular importance. 

At the same time, the presidency is expected to act as a mediator 
and an ‘honest broker’ by “suggest[ing] compromise solutions with a view 
to reaching an agreement in the Council” (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 018 :  9 ; 

Q UAG L I A – M OXON - B ROW N E 2 0 06:  351) . Moreover, it is also expected to be neutral 
concerning the fulfilment of its duties (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 018 :  10) . 
In sum, while the presidency is allowed to delineate political priorities and 
use its agenda-shaping powers, it is not allowed to exploit these powers 
for its political objectives. 

The question of how to assess whether a presidency was successful 
or not, or how to determine its achievements and failures, is the subject 
of much scholarly discussion (S E E M A N N E R S 2 013 ;  Q UAG L I A – M OXO N - B ROW N E 2 0 06) 
and there is no commonly accepted set of criteria to measure success. As 
a consequence, such assessments are always subjective to a certain degree 
( M A N N E R S 2013 :  70) , depending on the criteria used. In the following, I differen-
tiate between a substantial and a symbolic dimension of success or failure 
in rule of law matters. The substantial dimension denotes the achievement 
of a formal goal, e.g. the completion of a procedure. The symbolic dimen-
sion refers to the symbolic message a particular action carries. Rule of law 
protection through the EU at the national level is highly contested: While 
some member state governments support stronger EU oversight mecha-
nisms, others are cautious or reject EU interference in domestic matters. 
Whether and how presidencies handle rule of law issues thus carries strong 
symbolic weight. Through these decisions, they implicitly position them-
selves either in the camp of governments favouring a more sovereigntist 
position or in the camp of those supporting EU interference.  
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THE RESILIENCE OF DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS 
AND THE PROTECTION OF THE RULE OF 
LAW UNDER THE CZECH PRESIDENCY

Starting in 2010 and 2015 respectively, Hungary and Poland have taken 
the path of democratic backsliding (S E E E . G .  BA K K E – S I T T E R 2 022) , resulting in 
continuous conflicts over the national rule of law and democracy with 
the EU. Given these internal challenges to the rule of law and democra-
cy - both of which are fundamental values of the EU – it is not surprising 
that the Czech Presidency made democratic resilience one of its five core 
priorities. In addition, the government’s choice might have arguably been 
influenced by its wish to be perceived as the anti-populist, pro-demo-
cratic and pro-European alternative to the previous government ( H AV L Í K – 

K L U K N AVS K Á 2 022) . Hence, it pledged to “focus on strengthening the resilience of 
institutions that have a major influence on maintaining and developing values 
of democracy and the rule of law in the EU” (C Z E C H PR E S I D E N C Y O F T H E C O U N C I L O F 

T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 :  9) . Besides its commitment to support EU legislative 
acts designed to strengthen the EU’s overall resilience as a political system, 
the presidency announced that it would moderate a discussion on the im-
plementation of the rule of law on the basis of the Commission’s Annual 
Rule of Law Report. Moreover, it promised a “constructive approach” ( I B I D. : 

14) in the ongoing Article 7 (1) procedures against Hungary and Poland. 

Article 7 (1) and the conditionality procedure

The EU has several rule of law instruments at its disposal. Some of these 
are only preventive in nature, designed to prevent rule of law deficits from 
happening in the first place or meant to highlight existing deficiencies 
(e.g. the Annual Rule of Law Report). Others are designed to react to and 
sanction member states in case of actual breaches of the rule of law, such 
as the Article 7 (2) procedure or the recently established rule of law con-
ditionality mechanism. When Czechia took over the presidency, it ‘inher-
ited’ three distinct procedures: the Article 7 (1) procedure against Poland 
launched by the Commission in December 2017, the Article 7 (1) procedure 
against Hungary initiated by the European Parliament in September 2018, 
and the conditionality procedure triggered against Hungary in April 2022.
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The Article 7 (1) procedure, also called the preventive mechanism, 
can be initiated when “there is a clear risk of a serious breach by a Member State 
of the values referred to in Article 2”. Often confounded with the sanctioning 
mechanism in Article 7 (2), Article 7 (1) cannot result in the member state 
losing some of its rights (such as voting rights in the Council). It can only 
lead to recommendations issued by the Council after it has decided with 
a four-fifth majority that a member state risks breaching the Union values. 
Before such a decision is made, the Council has to hear the member state in 
question. These hearings, structured by the so-called standard modalities 
laid down by the Council in 2019, hence form the major part of the proce-
dure. After the opening statement by the member state itself, delegations 
may pose questions related to the topics covered by the hearing, followed 
by answers and the asking of follow-up questions ( PR I E B U S 2 022) .

Regulation 2020/2092 on the general regime of conditionality for 
the protection of the Union budget, the so-called rule of law conditionality, 
was adopted in December 2020 ( BA R AG G I A – B ON E L L I 2 022 ;  H I L L I ON 2 02 1) . It can be 
activated when “breaches of the principles of the rule of law in a Member State 
affect or seriously risk affecting the sound financial management of the Union 
budget or the protection of the financial interests of the Union in a sufficient-
ly direct way” (Article 4). The procedure has several stages involving the 
Commission and the Council. If the European Commission finds evidence 
of such breaches, it can send a written notification to the member state and 
request further information. The government in question must respond – 
and may already propose remedial measures – within one to three months, 
depending on the exact amount of time granted by the Commission. The 
Commission then must assess these answers within one month. Should 
the member state response not suffice, the Commission can submit a pro-
posal for an implementing decision on the appropriate measures to the 
Council; i.e., the Commission  can suggest suspending or reducing a cer-
tain amount of EU funds. The Council subsequently must decide on the 
Commission’s implementing decision within one month, although it may 
extend this period by a maximum of two months if necessary. It can adopt 
and/or amend the Commission proposal with a qualified majority.3

When assessing the presidency’s achievements or failures concern-
ing the rule of law procedures, it is important to differentiate between the 
Article 7 (1) procedure as an instrument without fixed deadlines, and the 
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conditionality mechanism as a tool with fixed deadlines. While Article 7 
(1) outlines the conditions for its triggering and its procedural stages, nei-
ther the treaty nor the standard modalities specify deadlines as to when 
the procedure has to be concluded, the number of hearings to be held be-
fore tabling a vote or the intervals between the hearings ( PR I E B U S 2 022) . As 
a result, the presidency has complete discretion in deciding whether or 
not to proceed with the procedure in the Council by scheduling hearings 
during its six months in office. Concerning the Article 7 (1) procedure, the 
presidency thus enjoys enormous agenda-shaping powers. In contrast, the 
conditionality regulation contains clear deadlines, setting time limits as 
to when the procedure has to be finished. Hence, after this procedure is 
launched, the presidency’s agenda-shaping powers are limited because it 
has to decide on the Commission’s proposal within one to three months. 

The Article 7 procedures: More symbolic 
than substantial achievements

The Czech presidency put both Article 7 procedures on its agenda, al-
though not to the same extent. In the case of Poland, the presidency held 
an ‘exchange’ on the situation of the Polish rule of law in October 2022, 
meaning that Council members were only updated by the Commission on 
developments concerning national rule of law issues in this case (C O U N C I L 

O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 B) . 

In contrast, it conducted a fifth non-public hearing of Hungary in 
November, which, however, led neither to pathbreaking results nor to 
a conclusion of the procedure. The discussions focused on a wide variety 
of issues, ranging from academic freedom, media pluralism and LGBTQ 
rights to issues related to the independence of the judiciary and govern-
ment-funded campaigns targeting EU sanctions against Russia (C O U N C I L O F 

T H E E U RO PE A N U N I ON 2022 A ) . Despite the lack of substantial results, the relevance 
of the hearing should not be underrated. To begin with, the hearing kept 
the deteriorating situation in Hungary on the agenda and allowed Council 
members to interrogate the Hungarian delegation about recent political 
developments. More importantly, however, it carries a symbolic weight: 
The decision to hear Hungary can be read as an implicit statement on the 
Czech government’s position on Hungary and its rule of law conflicts with 
the EU. Arguably, by tabling a hearing the presidency sided with those 
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governments supporting the protection of the rule of law and democracy 
at the national level through the EU. Moreover, it is a sign that the Czech 
government does not support the path taken by Poland and Hungary, and 
a sign of its effort to distance itself from the image of a coherent Visegrád 
Group united in its members’ opposition to the rule of law and the EU. 

What merits discussion is that the Czech presidency decided to hear 
Hungary but not Poland, although Hungary had previously been heard in 
May, while Poland’s last hearing had taken place in February 2022. Three 
possible explanations might account for this. First, the situation in Hungary 
is more dynamic compared to that in Poland, especially after the April 
2022 parliamentary elections, which secured Viktor Orbán’s government 
another two-thirds majority in parliament and led to a further tightening 
of his grip on power (e.g., by extending the possibilities to rule by decree) 
( PR I E B U S – V É G H 2 022) . Second, the differing positions of the governments on 
the war against Ukraine seem crucial (S E E JA R AC Z E W S K I 2 022) . While Poland is 
an active supporter of Ukraine and the EU sanctions against Russia, the 
Hungarian government keeps supporting President Vladimir Putin’s re-
gime and repeatedly vetoes or at least threatens to veto EU sanctions 
against Russia. Therefore, it can be assumed that due to Poland’s crucial 
role in the EU’s response to the war, the Czech presidency decided not 
to upset the Polish government with an official Article 7 hearing. While 
this trade-off between protecting the rule of law and the war in Ukraine 
is debatable ( BAY E R 2 022) , it is consistent with the logic of EU decision-mak-
ing in certain policy fields (such as foreign and security policy) where the 
support of all member state governments is needed to reach a binding de-
cision. Lastly, partisanship might have also been at work. Prime Minister 
Fiala’s ODS is a member of the party group of European Conservatives and 
Reformists in the European Parliament, just like the ruling Polish Law and 
Justice Party (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość, PiS). Thus, the Presidency might 
have been anxious not to strain the inter-party relations by holding an-
other hearing.4 

The conditionality procedure against Hungary: 
Managing Hungary’s hostage policy

After the Commission launched the procedure against Hungary in April 
2022, it put forward its proposal for an implementing decision to the 
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Council in September, recommending the suspension of 65 per cent of the 
commitments in three programmes financed from the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF), the Cohesion Fund (CF), the Just Transition 
Fund (JTF) and the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) (European 
Commission 2022a). It left, however, room for compromise by announc-
ing that upon the fulfilment of the 17 remedial measures by 19 November, 
which the government had proposed in August, the conditionality pro-
cedure could be suspended ( E U RO P E A N C O M M I S S I O N 2 022 B) . On 30 November, 
however, the Commission concluded that the Hungarian lawmakers’ re-
forms were insufficient to remedy the problems and maintained its origi-
nal proposal from September ( E U RO P E A N C O M M I S S I ON 2 022 C) . Subsequently, the 
Economic and Financial Affairs Council (ECOFIN) had to decide on the 
proposal by 19 December at the latest. The decision-making process was, 
however, complicated by the Hungarian government’s hostage policy. The 
Hungarian delegation vetoed two unrelated EU proposals requiring a unan-
imous vote, namely the decision on the introduction of a global minimum 
tax on multinationals and an aid package of 18 billion Euro for Ukraine, 
to blackmail the EU (TA M M A – BAY E R 2 022) .

To make Hungary lift its vetoes, the Czech presidency used its agen-
da-structuring power: It linked the two proposals blocked by Hungary 
with the conditionality procedure and another Hungary-related file – the 
approval of Hungary’s national plan, which is needed to unlock the money 
from the Recovery and Resilience Facility5 – by putting all four issues on 
the Council’s agenda on 6 December. Moreover, it sequenced the issues 
in a particular order by putting the decision on the two issues blocked by 
Hungary first and the decision on the Hungary dossiers second, hoping 
to pressurize Hungary into giving in ( V E L A – S H E F TA L OV I C H 2 022) . This strate-
gy backfired, however, when the Hungarian government blocked the aid 
package, forcing the presidency to postpone the voting on the other issues 
( A L L E N BAC H –A M M A N N 2 022) . 

Subsequently, the Czech presidency had to find a solution to this im-
passe. Instead of simply giving in to Hungary, Minister of European Affairs 
Mikuláš Bek made clear that the outcome of the conditionality procedure 
was dependent on Hungary’s position towards Ukraine: If the Hungarian 
government lifted its veto, the Council members would be willing to make 
concessions concerning the conditionality procedure and the recovery 
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plan ( H A L M A I 2022) . Against this background, the presidency under the Czech 
ambassador to the EU, Edita Hrdá, brokered an agreement a week before 
the deadline. This deal saw Hungary lift its veto in exchange for a reduc-
tion of the originally proposed 65 per cent of the three EFDR funds to 55 
per cent (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO P E A N U N I ON 2 022 C) . Moreover, the Council also ap-
proved Hungary’s recovery plan, albeit with further conditions that need 
to be fulfilled before the money is released (C O U N C I L O F T H E E U RO PE A N U N I ON 202 3) . 

In conclusion, the Czech presidency managed to end Hungary’s hos-
tage policy and reach a decision to suspend the money. While the Czech 
compromise included a reduction of the originally proposed amount of 
money, the presidency’s strategy was nevertheless successful because it 
secured an agreement on all four issues. Apart from this, the Czech pres-
idency’s successful management of the first-ever application of the regu-
lation is crucial as it will serve as a blueprint for its future applications. 

CONCLUSION: CZECHIA BACK AT THE CENTRE OF THE EU

Commission Vice-President Frans Timmermanns hailed the Czech presi-
dency as “one of the most successful presidencies in the last few decades” ( Z AC H OVÁ 

2 02 3) . Concerning democratic resilience and the rule of law – which tradi-
tionally are very sensitive matters affecting state core powers – the Czech 
presidency’s major achievement was to bring the conditionality procedure 
against Hungary to a successful end. It averted Hungary’s hostage policy, 
i.e. its attempt to block the aid package for Ukraine in exchange for lifting 
the procedure. Instead, the presidency secured Hungary’s agreement on the 
Ukraine package the Commission’s implementation proposal altogether. 
Also, while it did not conclude the pending Article 7 (1) procedures, leav-
ing those as leftovers to future presidencies, it nevertheless signalled its 
support for these by putting them on the agenda. 

What seems even more crucial is that the Czech presidency’s position on 
rule of law matters was a commitment to the EU and its values. When asked 
about what the major achievement of the Czech presidency was, Prime 
Minister Fiala named the improvement of Czechia’s image and its position 
within the EU ( PA N C Í Ř 2022) . The Czech government indeed used the presiden-
cy as an opportunity to give a strong pro-European signal and demonstrate 
that it is not part of the ‘illiberal’ bloc often associated with all members of 
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the Visegrád Group. This is important because the Czech Republic’s rela-
tions with the EU were strained under the Babiš government, not only be-
cause of the corruption allegations against Babiš himself, which involved 
EU funds ( BAY E R 2 02 1) . Babiš and his party ANO have also been sympathetic 
to the sovereigntist, starkly Eurosceptic policies pursued by Hungary and 
Poland, evoking concerns that his government could become the driver 
of an ‘illiberal turn’ ( H A N L E Y – VAC H U D OVA 2 018)  or at least an ‘illiberal swerve’ 
( B U Š T Í KOVÁ – G UA S T I 2 017) . With its handling of the inherited rule of law proce-
dures, the presidency restored the image and demonstrated that Czechia 
is not “Hungary’s satellite” ( Z AC H OVÁ 2 02 3) . 

 

ENDNOTES

1 For an evaluation of the 2009 presidency see Beneš – Karlas 2010.

2  By establishing a separate Ministry for European Affairs, the new Prime Minister Fiala 

did not only underline the importance of European affairs under his government but 

arguably also sought to strengthen the political coordination of Czechia’s EU policy.   

3 At least 55 per cent of member states, which must represent at least 65 per cent of the 

EU population.

4 In comparison, Fidesz was a member of the European People’s Party until it left in March 

2021. Its members sit as non-attached deputies in the EP since then.

5 Apart from the conditionality procedure, the Commission also put pressure on Hungary 

through other financial means, especially the withholding of money from the Recovery 

Fund. As a result, the negotiations on these two separate mechanisms proceeded in 

parallel. See Scheppele – Morijn 2022.
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THE EUROPEAN CONTEXT: A RULE OF LAW 
POLY-CRISIS WITH VAGUE BORDERS?

The debate on the crisis of democratic institutions and rule of law has 
consumed a substantial amount of the political energy of the EU institu-
tions and the academic community in the last decade (S A D U R S K I 2 019;  K R A S T E V 

– H O L M E S 2 019;  Z I E L ON K A 2 018 ;  S C H RO E D E R 2 016) . In practice, the EU has reacted to 
the backsliding of democratic institutions and challenges to independence 
of judiciary in several member states by both triggering already existing 
instruments (infringement procedures, Article 7 of the TEU procedure) 
and creating new mechanisms (the rule of law dialogue, the EU budget con-
ditionality) at the EU level, and supporting the relevant academic debate.1

The 2022 Czech presidency’s activities focused on democratic in-
stitutions and rule of law have been influenced by the structural features 
of the relevant EU policy framework. The catalogue of the EU competen-
cies connected with democratic institutions and rule of law is notoriously 
vague, as they are scattered throughout the EU treaties and the EU Charter, 
while being framed by democracy and rule of law as general values of the 
European integration ( K E L L E R BAU E R E T A L .  2 019:  2 3 –2 8) . The fluid borders of the 
relevant EU governance framework can be demonstrated by the fact that 
the European Commission includes in its annual reports on rule of law not 
only independence of judiciary and public prosecution, but also media free-
dom, the anti-corruption framework, institutional issues related to checks 
and balances, (non)implementation of judgements of the European Court 
of Human Rights (which is not an EU court), and even the impact of an-
ti-Covid measures ( E U RO P E A N C O M M I S S I O N 2 02 1 ,  2 022 B) . The specifics of the EU 
regulatory framework are further strengthened by the EU’s strong reli-
ance on external expertise (e.g. the European Court of Human Rights, the 
Venice Commission, the European Audiovisual Observatory) and judicial 
case-law ( P E C H 2 02 1 B ;  KON S TA D I N I D E S 2 017:  145) .  

At the same time, the ambiguity of the EU regulatory framework 
provides the presidency with a higher flexibility regarding the choice of 
the institutional platform beyond the most obvious Council formations 
(the General Affairs Council [GAC], and the Justice and Home Affairs 
Council [the JHA Council]) and a greater ability to include more relevant 
actors in deliberations – e.g. inviting the director of the EU Fundamental 



IVO ŠLOSARČÍK

17558/1/2023  ▷ czech Journal of international relations

Rights Agency to the debate on resiliency of democratic institutions 
held during the JHA Council meeting in October 2022, or inviting the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) prosecutor, the president of Eurojust 
and the Ukrainian Minister of Justice to the informal JHA Council meet-
ing in July 2022.

From the Czech domestic institutional perspective, the vague borders 
of the EU democratic and rule of law agenda have required the involvement 
of a variety of governmental institutions - in addition to the Office of the 
Government, which directly supports the Prime Minister (Petr Fiala) and 
the Minister of European Affairs (Mikuláš Bek), the Ministries of Justice, 
the Interior, Foreign Affairs, Finance and even Culture were vested with dif-
ferent democracy / rule of law portfolios ( Ú Ř A D V L Á DY Č E S K É R E PU B L I K Y 2022 :  11– 62) .  

THE CZECH DOMESTIC CONTEXT: A NEW GOVERNMENT 
WITH A LESSER REPUTATIONAL BURDEN

The internal political situation of a member state holding the presidency 
has an impact on its performance at the EU level and thus contributes to 
the success of the presidency itself (Q UAG L I A – M OXON - B ROW N E 2 0 06 ;  K A S S I M – B U T H 

2 02 0 ;  C O S TA E T A L .  2 0 03) . The Czech Republic has not been an exception from 
this rule, as the fall of the government in the middle of the first Czech 
presidency in 2009 ( K R Á L E T A L .  2 0 09 :  26 –29) caused significant reputational 
damage to the country and weakened its capacity to pursue its presidency 
priorities ( K A N I O K 2 010 ;  B E N E Š – K A R L A S 2 010,  Š L O S AČ Í K 2 016:  10 0 –101) .

Fortunately, the 2009 scenario was not repeated in 2022 but oth-
er challenges emerged. The new government of the Czech Republic was 
formed in December 2021, i.e. less than seven months before the launch 
of the presidency. The governmental coalition was composed of five po-
litical parties with different preferences regarding the EU input into the 
formation and control of democratic institutions and rule of law, with the 
Prime Minister representing a more (euro)sceptical approach ( F I A L A 2 010) . 
In practice, however, the presidency’s performance was influenced more 
by its ability to detach itself from the conflict of interests and political 
alliances which had burdened the previous administration led by Andrej 
Babiš. Without the Prime Minister controlling a major print media outlet 
in the Czech Republic,2 the Czech government was also able to act more 
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persuasively as an honest broker during the preparation of the EU legis-
lation for the protection of media freedom. The credibility of the Czech 
presidency has been further enhanced by the implosion of the political 
influence of the President of the Republic, Miloš Zeman, who was known 
for his hostility to critical media and his diplomatic ties to non-democrat-
ic regimes, as well as for his cavalier approach to the constitutional limits 
of the presidential function ( N OVO T N Ý 2 02 0 :  125 –129;  KO S A Ř – V Y H N Á L E K 2 02 1:  117–119) . 
Finally, the new government has also discontinued the cosy political re-
lations between the Czech and Hungarian governments from the Babiš 
era,3 thus reducing another potential reputational burden for the presi-
dency’s activities addressing rule of law. In contrast, the governmentʼs po-
litical alliance with Poland has strengthened in 2022, reflecting the new 
security situation after the Russian invasion of Ukraine. 

The new political profile of the government has been imprinted into 
new presidency documents. “Resilience of democratic institutions”, whose 
strengthening “[has] a major influence on maintaining and developing values 
of democracy and the rule of law in the EU”, has been listed among the five 
key priorities of the Czech presidency published in June 2022 ( Ú Ř A D V L Á DY 

Č E S K É R E P U B L I K Y 2 022) , with a special focus given to “transparent financing of 
political parties, the independence of mass media and an open dialogue with cit-
izens” ( I B I D. :  9) . This new priority set demonstrates the shift from the older 
presidency priorities catalogue formulated by the Babiš administration 
in 2021, which declared only an intention to “support the debate on respect-
ing rule of law principles”, with particular attention given to “the objectivity 
principle, equal treatment of all member states and […] a constructive approach 
to Article 7 of the TEU procedures” ( Ú Ř A D V L Á DY Č E S K É R E P U B L I K Y 2 02 1:  4) , thus re-
flecting the political alliance with Hungary and downplaying the institu-
tional dimension of rule of law.  

EVALUATING JUDICIAL INDEPENDENCE: DE-
ESCALATION OF BILATERAL CONTROVERSIES

Political challenges to judicial independence, in particular the judicial re-
forms in Hungary and Poland, have occupied a central position in the recent 
EU political debate concerning rule of law. The changes of the constitution-
al and legislative environment that were implemented since the electoral 
victories of Fidesz in Hungary (2010) and the Law and Justice Party (PiS) 
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in Poland (2015), have strengthened governmental control over judiciary 
in those countries by a combination of reforms of the constitutional judi-
ciary, new mechanisms for the appointment, promotion and dismissal of 
ordinary judges, and even constraints imposed on communication between 
national judges and the Court of Justice of the EU (S A D U R S K I 2 019:  61–79,  96 –12 3 ; 

S Z E L É N Y I 2022 :  142–147) . The European Unionʼs reaction has been based on a mix-
ture of infringements initiated by the European Commission ( B E L AV U SAU 2013 ; 

H A L M A I 2017;  PE C H 2021 A ;  A N D E R S – PR I E B U S 2021) , the CJEUʼs answers to preliminary 
questions on EU guarantees of judicial independence ( K R A J E WS K I – Z I Ó L KOWS K I 

2 02 0) , the initiation of Article 7 of the TEU procedure against Poland and 
Hungary, and the creation of a new rule of law conditionality for financial 
transfers from the EU budget ( B O RG E R 2 022) .4 At the same time, the EU insti-
tutions reacted to criticism accusing them of applying dual standards (and 
thus discriminating against new EU states) by establishing a new general 
rule of law dialogue at the EU level ( P E C H 2 02 1 B :  318 –327) .

Hence, the Czech presidency was expected to manage a complex 
rule of law (poly)crisis involving several interconnected procedures with 
different legal bases and institutional designs. In particular, the presiden-
cy was expected to unlock the institutional inertia concerning the appli-
cation of Article 7 of the TEU procedures against Poland and Hungary; 
both procedures were initiated by the European Commission and the 
European Parliament in the years 2017–2018 but they have been waiting 
for the (European) Councilʼs reaction since then.

Particularly during the first months of its presidency, the Czech 
government stressed the necessity to elaborate general EU evaluation and 
cooperation mechanisms for rule of law, while downplaying specific con-
troversies. The GAC meeting in September 2022 focused on the European 
Commissionʼs regular rule of law general report and five country reports 
(for Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia and Sweden) while the JHA 
Council held on 13–14 October 2022 dealt with the European dimension 
of the education of judges. The situation in Poland was addressed during 
a GAC meeting in October 2022, during which the Czech presidency pos-
itively commented on the ongoing or promised Polish judicial reforms, in 
particular the plans to dismantle the criticised disciplinary panel for Polish 
judges. The reluctance of Czech presidency to impose a substantial polit-
ical pressure on Poland thus corresponded both to the new Czech-Polish 
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political alliance formed after the Russian attack on Ukraine and to the 
more cooperative Polish political communication addressed to EU insti-
tutions in 2022.

Rule of law in Hungary has turned out to be a more complex chal-
lenge. In addition to article 7 of the TEU procedure, Hungary was facing 
an interruption of several EU financing channels in 2022. In the middle 
of the Czech presidency, the European Commission formally proposed, 
using the new rule of law financial conditionality mechanism, to suspend 
65% of the EU commitments for three Hungarian cohesion programmes. 
In contrast to Article 7 of the TEU procedure, which is without any binding 
deadlines, the new rule of law financial conditionality regulation required 
the Council to react to the Commissionʼs proposal within three months.5

Firstly, the Czech presidency addressed Article 7 of the TEU pro-
cedure. Regardless of the political pressure applied by the European 
Parliament for a rigid approach in this case ( E U RO P E A N PA R L I A M E N T 2 022 B) and 
the disagreement concerning the Hungarian stance on the Ukrainian war, 
the presidency conclusions from the GAC meeting held on 18 November 
2022 were rather timid, as the Czech Minister for European Affairs merely 
stressed the importance of the ongoing Council-Hungarian dialogue and 
the potential positive impact of the judicial reforms that Orbánʼs govern-
ment promised to implement.6

Dealing with the rule of law financial conditionality, the presidency 
provided the Commission with as broad manoeuvring space as was per-
mitted by the EU procedural rules. Using the full extent of the 3-month 
deadline, the Czech presidency facilitated a dialogue between Hungary 
and the European Commission, giving Orbánʼs government an opportunity 
to communicate about its domestic reforms (anti-corruption measures in 
particular) that were to be implemented as a response to the Commissionʼs 
critique. The Czech reluctance to directly confront Hungary was only 
strengthened by Hungarian threats to veto several EU initiatives requiring 
unanimity in the Council, including a multibillion euro package of financial 
assistance to Ukraine and the new EU global taxation regime. However, 
the Czech tactic of avoiding controversy by leaving the Commission in the 
centre of the decision-making failed to deliver the intended de-escalation 
effect. On November 30, the European Commission refused to withdraw 
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or modify its original proposal. The presidency’s immediate reaction was 
to negotiate a package deal on four initiatives (a global tax, the financial 
package for Ukraine, Hungary’s post-Covid recovery plan and a de-freezing 
of the Hungarian cohesion funds) within a single Ecofin meeting sched-
uled for December 6. This plan collapsed mainly due to the split among 
the EU states as to whether to reassess (i.e. reduce) the sum to be frozen 
or support the original “hard” position of the European Commission.7 
The presidency’s next step was to prepare an alternative mechanism for 
financial assistance to Ukraine based on Article 212 of the TFEU,8 which 
requires only a qualified majority in the Council, combined with voluntary 
guarantees given by individual EU states for loans provided within the 
macrofinancial assistance instrument for Ukraine (MFA+). Simultaneously, 
the Czech presidency moved the negotiations about the original pack-
age of four initiatives to the COREPER level. COREPER, chaired by the 
Czech ambassador, reached a consensus on all four issues, including the 
reduction of the blocked cohesion funds from the proposed 7.5 billion to 
6.35 billion euros. The COREPER deal then permitted (regardless of the 
last minute threat by the Polish Prime Minister to veto the package) the 
European Council meeting scheduled for 15 December to focus on other 
issues (Ukraine, the energy crisis, national industrial subsidies) than the 
Hungarian rule of law crisis ( E U RO P E A N C O U N C I L 2 022 B) .

THE NEW EP ELECTION RULES: 
EVOLUTION, NOT REVOLUTION

Shortly before the beginning of the Czech presidency, the Conference on 
the Future of Europe concluded its deliberations and produced a final re-
port with several hundreds of recommendations for more-or-less concrete 
measures amending the EU political, institutional, and regulatory envi-
ronment, including the domains of rule of law and democratic institutions 
(C ON F E R E N C E ON T H E F U T U R E O F E U RO P E 2 022) . While the European Commission's 
and the European Parliamentʼs response to the Conferenceʼs outputs was 
formulated in an optimistic and pro-active mood ( E U RO PE A N C O M M I S S I ON 2 022 A ; 

E U RO P E A N PA R L I A M E N T 2 022 A ) , the European Councilʼs reaction stressed the ne-
cessity to respect formal treaty-making procedures and the distribution 
of competencies between the EU institutions ( E U RO P E A N C O U N C I L 2 022 A :  7) . 
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It is the prerogative of the European Council (and not the rotating 
presidency) to summon a convention to negotiate about potential treaty 
amendments, or to proceed directly to an intergovernmental conference 
in this regard (art. 48 par. 3 TEU). However, the rotating Council presiden-
cy has a privileged position (both procedurally and politically) within the 
European Council even in the post-Lisbon EU ( W E S S E L S 2 016:  13 4 –135) . Further, 
the Council itself is authorised to trigger simplified formats of EU treaty re-
visions ( PI R I S 2010 :  105 –109) . In practice, the formal follow-up of the Conference 
has received only limited attention from Czech politicians, and no deci-
sion with an ambition to trigger the EU treaty amendment process has 
been adopted during the Czech presidency. The exception was the debate 
on the reform of the voting procedure for the European Parliament ( Ú Ř A D 

V L Á DY Č E S K É R E PU B L I K Y 2022 :  13 –14) . The modalities of the EP elections have been 
changed several times in the last decades, from changes pertaining to rela-
tive procedural technicalities to the highly politicised Spitzenkandidaten 
experiment in 2014/2019 ( VA N H E C K E E T A L .  2022) . An amendment of the Direct 
Elections Act9 for the 2024 EP elections was proposed or at least contem-
plated by several EU institutions in 2022 ( M Ü L L E R 2 022) and the Czech pres-
idency moderated the corresponding debates during several formal and 
informal GAC meetings. Their rather vague outcome focused on plans to 
increase the coherency of the EP electoral process, such as the plan to hold 
the EP elections only within one day, and avoided more radical changes, 
such as the introduction of transnational candidate lists. The debate on 
the new EU framework for political advertising (i.e. rules with a potential 
impact on future EP elections), which was ‘inherited’ by the Czech presi-
dency from its French predecessor, has also delivered only limited progress 
when sufficient political support for the general approach to the planned 
regulation was reached (against the opposition of Estonia, Portugal, Austria 
and Hungary) as late as at the last GAC meeting in December 2022. 

MEDIA FREEDOM AND THE FIGHT AGAINST DISINFORMATION: 
THE FIRST STEPS TOWARDS A NEW EU FRAMEWORK

In contrast to the political debate on judicial independence, where the EU 
lacked detailed legislative tools, challenges to media freedom and media 
pluralism in several member states resulted in the proposal of a binding EU 
legislation in this regard. In September 2022, the European Commission 
proposed a regulation establishing a common framework for media services 
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in the internal market10 (also called the European Media Freedom Act) 
with new EU rules concerning public and private interference in editorial 
freedom, protection of journalistsʼ sources, and state-funded advertising. 
Several other measures, including non-binding standards for media own-
ership transparency, were inserted into a recommendation11 adopted by 
the Commission at the same time as the draft regulation.

The Czech presidency then chaired the negotiation on the regula-
tion within the Council. As mentioned above, Fialaʼs government role as an 
honest broker was simplified by the absence of a conflict of interest in the 
media sector. Due to the length of the ordinary legislative procedure used, 
the Czech presidency coordinated only the early phases of the negotiations 
(the Councilʼs Audiovisual and Media Working Party, the presentation of 
the progress report at the Education, Youth, Culture and Sport Council) 
and then transferred the dossier to the Swedish presidency. In contrast 
to its establishing standards for media, the presidency’s response to dis-
information campaigns limited itself to political declarations and general 
policy directions, such as when the FAC meeting held in July 2022 called 
“the High Representative and the Commission to present options, in full respect of 
human rights and fundamental freedoms, for well-defined measures that could be 
taken against Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference (FIMI) actors 
when this is necessary to protect EU public order and security” (C O U N C I L 2 022 A ) . 

CRIMES COMMITTED DURING THE RUSSIAN AGGRESSION 
AGAINST UKRAINE: BUILDING THE INVESTIGATION CAPACITY 
AND DEBATING ABOUT THE PROPER JUDICIAL FORUM

Since the end of the Cold War, the international community has created 
a relatively robust institutional structure for investigation and prosecu-
tion of crimes punishable by international law, the most elaborate insti-
tutional manifestation thereof being the ICC in The Hague (S C H A BA S 2 02 0) . 
The European Union and its member states have been key political and 
financial sponsors of those efforts, and the EUʼs dominant role has been 
only strengthened by the reluctance of several other important interna-
tional actors (the United States, China, Russia) to participate in the ICCʼs 
work ( M E R T E N S 2 011 :  11–18 ;  S C H A BA S 2 02 0 :  50) . However, the EU institutions have 
neither the legal capacity nor the expertise to prosecute individual per-
petrators of crimes; instead, the EU prefers to support the activities of 
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specialised international bodies (the ICC, the International Tribunal for 
Former Yugoslavia [until 2017]) or national judiciaries in this regard. 

The extent of the atrocities committed by the Russian forces during 
their invasion of Ukraine has put into question the capacity and suitability 
of the existing international structures for prosecution of criminals under 
international law. Unsurprisingly, the issue of distribution of roles between 
the EU, its member states and other international actors was mentioned in 
the presidency program finalised in mid-2022 ( Ú Ř A D V L Á DY Č E S K É R E PU B L I K Y 2022 : 

29) . Fortunately, the Czech presidency as an honest broker and a represen-
tative of the EU in 2022 did not suffer from a reputational burden similar 
to the one in 2009, when the Czech Republic was the only EU state which 
had not ratified the Rome Statute of the ICC. In contrast, the 2022 Czech 
presidency could benefit from a reputational capital created by the recent 
involvement of Czech judges and prosecutors in the work of international 
criminal courts ( H O R N ÁT E T A L .  2 022 :  13) .12 

In practice, the Czech presidency focused on political communi-
cation with all the relevant EU and international actors, as well as with 
Ukraine, and on strengthening the institutional capacity to collect ev-
idence of crimes committed in Ukraine; the specification of the appro-
priate judicial forum for the related prosecution (the ICC, a special tri-
bunal, a mixed tribunal, a national judiciary) was to be determined later. 
In this capacity, the Czech presidency chaired the JHA Council meetings 
in October and December 2022, which explicitly supported the idea of 
prosecution of crimes committed during the Russian invasion, either by 
the ICC or by a specialised international tribunal. The JHA Council has 
also expanded the competences of Eurojust and allocated new funds for 
the ICC. At the same time, the Czech presidency does not have a monop-
olised leadership in the agenda. For instance, Czech politicians did not 
object to the decision that the EU would be represented in the multiparty 
Atrocity Crimes Advisory Group for Ukraine by the European External 
Action Service (EEAS) and not by the Council, or to the establishment of 
the new Commission Working Group “Freeze and Seize” for the enforce-
ment of the EU sanctions. 



IVO ŠLOSARČÍK

18358/1/2023  ▷ czech Journal of international relations

CONCLUSION: THE VISIBLE BUT LIMITED IMPRINT 
OF THE PRESIDENCY IN RULE OF LAW

The academic literature tends to evaluate the success of each presidency 
of the Council of the European Union based on the given state’s perfor-
mance in four roles at the EU level: business-manager, political leader, 
package-broker and the Councilʼs representative (QUAG L I A – M OXON -B ROW N E 20 06: 

351 ;  H AY E S - R E N S H AW – WA L L AC E 2 0 06:  14 0 –152 ;  K A N I O K 2 010 :  2 4 –41 ;  V I DAČ A K – M I L O Š I Ć 2 02 0 : 

3 8 –45) . How did the 2022 Czech presidency perform in those roles regard-
ing the promotion of rule of law and resilience of democratic institutions? 

The Czech presidency had to rely on a relatively inexperienced po-
litical team, with the political leaders previously having spent almost a full 
decade in opposition.13 A relatively centralised presidency coordination 
mechanism has been created inside the Czech Republic while the EU ne-
gotiation on the rule of law agenda has been divided into several Council 
formations (the GAC, the FAC, and Ecofin). Regardless of its rhetorical sup-
port for the resilience of democratic institutions, the Czech presidency as 
a political leader and a promoter of initiatives opted for a rather minimalist 
and reactive approach,14 with a possible exception being its approach to 
cybersecurity ( Ú Ř A D V L Á DY Č E S K É R E P U B L I K Y 2 022 :  10) . In its capacity as the busi-
ness manager of the Councilʼs work, the Czech presidency tended to avoid 
negotiations on more controversial and time-consuming issues (e.g. Article 
7 of the TEU procedure, the follow-up to the Conference on the Future of 
Europe), and, ideally, postpone them beyond the time horizon of the pres-
idency. From this perspective, it is significant that the Czech presidency 
benefited from being ’comfortably’ located in the middle of the five-year 
(2019–2024) EU political cycle, thus avoiding political pressure to conclude 
many legislative dossiers before the end of its term on December 31, 2022.

The capacity of the Czech presidency as the package broker of the 
Council has been strengthened by the fact that the new Fiala's govern-
ment, in contrast to the previous government led by Andrej Babiš, had 
not suffered from a reputational burden connected to rule of law or me-
dia freedom. In general, the Czech presidency tended to deescalate the 
direct critique of Poland and Hungary within the Council, thus eliminat-
ing an obstacle to the emerging broader Czech-Polish political alliance. 
However, the critical test for the Czech brokerage role materialised during 



Rule of Law and the 2022 Czech Presidency: Strengthening 
Resiliency and Avoiding Conflicts

184 ▷ czech Journal of international relations 58/1/2023 

the negotiations on the “Hungary-centred” package of four EU initiatives 
in December 2022. Regardless of the original collapse of the negotiations 
at the ministerial level, the Czech presidency was capable of facilitating 
a compromise using the COREPER “behind closed doors” platform. In con-
trast, the presidency was not successful in downplaying the importance of 
rule of law during the JHA Council negotiations in December 2022, when 
Austria and the Netherlands blocked the expansion of the Schengen area 
by including Bulgaria and Romania in it due to deficiencies in the (broad-
ly interpreted) rule of law in both countries (but Bulgaria in particular).  

In cooperation with other EU institutions, the Czech presidency 
opted for an inclusive and non-conflictual approach, regardless of the 
parliamentary critique of its passivity regarding Article 7 of the TEU pro-
cedure. In its external representative role, the Czech presidency cooper-
ated closely with the Ukrainian government regarding collecting evidence 
of crimes committed by Russian troops, while providing space for other 
international actors, such as Eurojust, the ICC, and multilateral joint in-
vestigation teams.

To conclude, the presidency held by the Czech Republic in 2022 
demonstrated its ability to prioritise and focus on more pressing EU pol-
icy agendas than the rule of law agenda (e.g. the energy security) without 
openly challenging already existing procedures (the rule of law dialogue, 
Article 7 of the TEU) or strongly antagonising other EU actors. The govern-
mentʼs lack of direct experience with EU decision-making seems to have 
been more than compensated for by the absence of a reputational burden 
and the strengthening of the Czech-Polish bilateral relations. The political 
decoupling from Viktor Orbán then permitted the Czech presidency to 
act as an honest broker during the rule of law financial conditionality ap-
plied to Hungary and to conclude its term with an event that could easily 
be interpreted as a political success.
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ENDNOTES

1 For instance, the four-year multidisciplinary research project RECONNECT – 

Reconciling Europe with its Citizens through Democracy and the Rule of Law. 

2 Andrej Babiš owns / controls dozens of newspapers and journals as well as the most 

popular commercial radio station.

3 For instance, Victor Orbán personally supported Andrej Babiš during the 2021 parlia-

mentary election campaign in the Czech Republic.    

4 Regulation (EU, Euratom) 2020/2092 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 

16 December 2020 on a general regime of conditionality for the protection of the Union 

budget.

5 Formally, the regulation operates with a one month deadline, which can be extended by 

a maximum of a further two months in exceptional circumstances. The Commissionʼs 

proposal was published on 19 September 2022 – i.e. the maximum deadline for it was 

19 December 2022.

6 Minister Mikuláš Bek stated that “[…] the dialogue with Hungary on respect for EU values is 
continuing. In the past months, important developments have taken place on the various issues 
raised by the Parliament’s reasoned proposal. Hungary has presented a list of reforms that are 
being implemented or are due to be implemented soon and answered ministersʼ questions on 
the details of these reforms as well as Hungary’s other commitments and the Commission’s rec-
ommendations. The hearing gave the ministers a timely update of the situation on the ground, 
including as regards the parallel budget conditionality mechanism” (Council 2022b). 

7 According to Politico, the group supporting the former position included France, 

Germany and Italy, while the group supporting the latter was composed of the Baltic, 

Scandinavian and Benelux states (Politico Brussels Playbook, 2 December 2022).

8 Article 212 of the TFEU regulates “economic, financial and technical cooperation measures, 
including assistance, in particular financial assistance, with third countries other than devel-
oping countries ”.

9 The Act concerning the election of the representatives of the European Parliament by 

direct universal suffrage, annexed to Decision 76/787/ECSC, EEC, Euratom, amended 

by Council Decision 2002/772/EC, Euratom of 25 June 2002 and 23 September 2002.

10 The Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and the Council establish-

ing a common framework for media services in the internal market (European Media 

Freedom Act) and amending Directive 2010/13/EU, COM(2022) 457 final.

1 Commission Recommendation (EU) 2022/1634 of 16 September 2022 on internal safe-

guards for editorial independence and ownership transparency in the media sector.

12  For instance, the Czech judge Robert Fremr was a member of both the International 

Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (2006–2008 and 2010–2011) and the ICC (2012–2021), 

where he served as vice-president in 2018–2021.

13 The strongest political party in the coalition, the Civic Democratic Party, last led the 

government in the years 2010–2013, and the only governmental post held by the incum-

bent Prime Minister was that of the Minister of Education, which he held in the years 

2012–2013. 

14 For instance, the Czech presidency refused to support the strengthening Europeanisation 

of the legal framework for hate crimes (MF Dnes 2022).
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What is leadership, and by what characteristics do we measure whether 
someone is a true leader? To answer these questions, Henry Kissinger once 
more debunks the past to show towering figures in international statecraft 
in a new light. In his latest book, Leadership: Six Studies in World Strategy, 
the author brings a distilled vision of the 20th-century political figures 
that embodied “authentic leadership”. Against the background of Konrad 
Adenauer, Charles de Gaulle, Richard Nixon, Anwar Sadat, Lee Kuan Yew, 
and Margaret Thatcher, the author further explores his lifetime theme – 
the art of leadership. According to Kissinger, history is made neither by 
masses nor concrete events but by a few highly influential individuals who 
can rise above historical circumstances to shape their destinies.

As one of the most substantial personalities in US diplomacy and 
statecraft, Henry Kissinger himself has been the subject of multiple lit-
erary attempts. Yet still, both American and European authors are eager 
to explore insights from Kissinger’s tenures as National Security Adviser 
and Foreign Secretary in the administrations of Richard Nixon and Gerald 
Ford. Along with his undoubted renown as a bright expert on foreign pol-
icy issues, he provokes opposing views among scholars to this day. Niall 
Ferguson ( 2 015) , for example, describes Kissinger in the period from 1923 
to 1968 as a “Kantian idealist [rather than a] Machiavellist realist ”, whereas 
the Finnish historian Jussi Hanhimäki ( 2 0 04) portrays Kissinger as a “su-
perb tactician and flawed strategist ”. Either way, Kissinger can still produce 
an in-depth view into the minds of historical figures and their role in in-
ternational politics. Pointing to the leaders’ common feature of “trans-
forming their society and contributing to the emergence of a new world order ” 
(p. 395), all the leaders’portraits are done in a vivid and illuminating way. 
The author’s encounters with all the described politicians makes this 
phrase insightful, but also varnished in the case of Richard Nixon and 
unimaginative in the case of Margaret Thatcher. Furthermore, the book 
fails to bring forward any analysis of strategy in the 21st century. Under 
today’s challenges in world politics, there was an enormous potential for 
the book to bring forth a valuable and timely response to contemporary 
politics based on a historical exposé, but this does not happen. Despite 
these drawbacks, Leadership offers a solid background of the main his-
torical currents in the period from the early post-WW2 period until the 
1980s, and as such, it should not be missed by anyone who is interested in 
international history and politics.
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As he draws from his vast experience, the biggest contribution of 
Kissinger’s latest book lies mainly in examining the characteristics of 
true leaders and dissecting what made them so effective. The author de-
scribes good leaders as those who have the ability to appreciate the past 
and imagine future perspectives. Following this logic, in each of the six 
chapters the author deals with one leader and their set of analytical skills 
that were projected in the milieu of world politics, and he calls this pro-
jection a “strategy“. 

The first chapter discusses Konrad Adenauer in the prime of his life 
as the first chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany. Kissinger views 
Adenauer as a shrewd statesman whose rudimentary goal was to restore 
“dignity and legitimacy to [German] society” (p. 5) through the newly estab-
lished federation. For Kissinger, a former Jewish emigrant and a scholar 
interested in the 19th-century balance of power, Adenauer’s attempt to 
create a federative model for post-war Germany was even more critical. 

In foreign policy, the author rightfully observes three main princi-
ples of the German restoration and the role of Adenauer in achieving them. 
Firstly, there was the aim to strengthen ties with the West, especially with 
the United States. Kissinger further explains that by accepting the Marshall 
Plan speech, Adenauer acquiesced to the 1949 Ruhr Agreement, which en-
abled the Allies to retain control over German industry. The second aim 
was to reconcile with France. Kissinger implies here that the success in this 
was mainly due to Adenauer’s agility in dealing with the French foreign 
minister Robert Schuman, which led to the number of Occupation Forces 
being reduced and ultimately created a path to the Council of Europe and 
later to the European Coal and Steel Community. And the third aim was to 
challenge the Soviet Union by rebuilding the West German economy and 
establishing progressive institutions, and the efforts in this regard were 
prompted by Adenauer’s endeavor, Kissinger notes. 

The second chapter deals with Charles de Gaulle. Kissinger views 
this French president as a man with great military insights, political gifts, 
and historical knowledge when these qualities were so rare in the 20th 
century (p. 117). Despite his aloofness and pettiness, de Gaulle was, in 
Kissinger’s eyes, almost a mythic leader with a brilliant intuition and 
a spirit of encouraging the enforcement of often unpopular beliefs. As 
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a sheer follower of Richelieu’s 17th-century statecraft, de Gaulle contin-
ued on a similar track when trying to place France in a position where its 
acceptance of uncomfortable international policies would be prevented 
while arrangements beneficial for France would simultaneously be fos-
tered (p. 114). 

In an almost picturesque way, Kissinger describes de Gaulle’s path 
to achieving political power, as he went from being a decorated officer in 
WW1 to being the leader of the in-exile government called Free France to 
finally establishing the Fifth Republic in 1958. With his combination of “ex-
traordinary prescience [which] was matched by the courage to act on his intuition, 
even when the consequences appeared to be political suicide” (p. 118), Kissinger 
writes, de Gaulle catapulted France into the orbit of successful states. As 
in the case of Konrad Adenauer, the legacy of Charles de Gaulle proved 
to be inspirational throughout the whole 20th century, and even today, as 
Kissinger points out, French foreign policy can be described as “Gaullist“. 

In the following chapter, Kissinger shows the foreign-policy skills of 
Richard Nixon. As he was Nixon’s indispensable counselor on foreign pol-
icy as well as a considerable asset in this president’s reelection campaign 
( DA L L E K 2 0 07) , Kissinger’s memories of Richard Nixon remain fairly positive. 
In the context of Nixon’s presidency, its notorious “Realpolitik” is viewed 
as a canny approach under the given historical circumstances. Kissinger 
also takes an uncritical approach to his own role during Nixon’s presiden-
cy. He cites the US involvement in South-East Asia and the alignment with 
Mao Zedong’s régime as undoubted successes with no willingness to an-
swer to any controversy surrounding these decisions. Instead, Kissinger 
(1979, 1982, 1999, 2014) only restates his positions from his previous books. 

The only exception to this is the author’s discussion of the 1971 crisis 
between the separated parts of West and East Pakistan, which he here gives 
more attention to than in his previous books. The gradually increasing de-
sire of the East Pakistanis to become independent from their Western coun-
terparts resulted in a tremendous death toll, with increasing numbers of 
refugees crossing the sub-region border. Here Kissinger’s viewpoint aligns 
with the US official strategy at the time: the goal was to supply Pakistan 
with military equipment to stop the flood of refugees and not allow the 
partition of Pakistan into two political units. When India, backboned by 
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the Soviet Union, finally intervened, the result was the creation of a new 
state called Bangladesh. Here Kissinger laments the lack of a US response 
and quite convincingly argues that the India-USSR intervention trans-
formed the conflict “from a regional and humanitarian challenge into a crisis 
of global strategic dimensions” (p. 200). 

In his overall remarks, Kissinger duly highlights the national interest, 
the importance of maintaining the global equilibrium, and the utilization 
of intense discussions between major countries as key principles of the 
Nixon administration. According to the author, these principles should be 
further followed, regardless of the moral dimension of the related decisions. 

The following two chapters focus on Anwar Sadat and Lee Kuan 
Yew. Portrayed as the architects of post-war Egypt and modern Singapore, 
respectively, Sadat and Lee Kuan Yew are admired by Kissinger for their 
willingness to change their somewhat rigid states into open modern soci-
eties. Unlike the legacies of the other leaders described in this publication, 
Sadat’s legacy is characterized mainly by the “moral value” of his approach 
toward changing the political climate between Arab states, and, most no-
tably, his policy towards Israel. 

Emerging as a successor to Gamal Nasir, Sadat played a crucial role 
in the Camp David Accords in 1973. When describing the historical pro-
cess leading to this crowning yet tentative achievement, Kissinger makes 
an important distinction between Sadat and Nasir when he emphasizes 
Sadat’s diplomatic manner, which was almost of a Western fashion. This 
was, according to the author, a decisive approach that resulted in the 
peace treaty between Israel and Egypt. Although Kissinger admits that the 
Middle East contest is still very much present, he adds that “Sadat’s vision 
of international order among sovereign states, based on national interests de-
fined in moral terms” (p. 273), could potentially limit the regional calamity 
to its minimum. 

Lee Kuan Yew, on the other hand, is the only Asian representative 
in this book. His biggest achievement was transforming Singapore’s once 
isolated and poor island state into a modern Western-oriented country 
with the highest per capita income in Asia. The excellence of his leadership 
lies in many factors. The most notable was his handling of the splintered 
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population that consisted of Malays, Indians, and Chinese. Kissinger un-
derscores how Lee Kuan Yew effectively merged these groups that shared 
no common history, language or traditions into one stable state, and sub-
sequently set the stage for the world-class economy and technological hub 
we see today. 

Kissinger expresses no doubt when he emphasizes Lee Kuan 
Yew’s ability to handle such challenges. Yet he also adds that economic 
growth alone is insufficient to cover the ongoing problem of a democratic 
deficit. The author concludes that Singapore is still in the phase of find-
ing the proper balance between “popular democracy and modern elitism” 
(p. 315), and issues of social cohesion and the one-party ethnic rule remain 
Singapore’s biggest challenge.

The sixth chapter renders a portrait of Margaret Thatcher as the 
first woman ever to become a British prime minister. Kissinger highlights 
her personal fortitude as the greatest resource she could have had for the 
leadership. Being equipped with such a resource, Thatcher made her way 
up in the predominantly male Conservative Party, and enforced several free 
market policies heralded by individualism that were, as Kissinger cleverly 
observes, in contradiction to classical conservative thinking. In essence, 
Thatcher was less conservative than many people might have thought. 

Kissinger pays much attention to her role in foreign policy, which was, 
according to him, a “crucial testament to the importance of British-American 
partnership within the Anglo-American alliance” (p. 393). It was her actions to-
wards the Falklands, her staunch position on the communist threat during 
the Cold War, and her approach to the IRA that empowered the relation-
ship between the US and the UK at the time. According to Kissinger, what 
Thatcher managed to achieve in international affairs was the preservation 
of the United Kingdom despite any major setbacks, and an international 
engagement based on democratic principles, prerogatives and domestic 
governance, all based on the post-war consensus on having a stable health 
and welfare state (p. 392). 

Sadly, the portrayal of Margaret Thatcher mainly derives from what 
the author retold many times before, and as such, it lacks any new or orig-
inal commentary on her political career. For Kissinger, the “Iron Lady” 
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prevailed as a statesman “whose ideas echoed those of the greatest Conservative 
leaders since Disraeli” (Ibid.) and who rescued Great Britain from moral 
decay, and this view of her still applies today.  

In the conclusion, the author contemplates the evolution of leader-
ship. Interestingly, he sees the imminent problem of today in the struggle 
over a meritocratic model in both Western and non-Western countries. 
As he points out, none of the leaders discussed in the book came from an 
upper-class background. The author argues that the leaders’ lower-class 
or middle-class upbringing molded their perception of political catego-
ries, moral values, and the overt venues of international relations, such as 
world issues or statecraft. He asserts that societies should pay more atten-
tion to education, and schools should focus more on humanities in their 
curricula. The trend nowadays is to produce more and more activists and 
technicians for the sake of producing humanistically educated potential 
statesmen (p. 408), as were all of the six leaders portrayed in the book.

Leadership is an intellectually stimulating analysis of some of the 
main political figures of the 20th century. The reader gets to know each of 
the towering individuals by learning about them from the horse’s mouth. 
Most of the given portraits are rigorous in thought and explore the lead-
ers’ personal lives and political development through a particular asset 
of their abilities – namely strategy. Conversely, however, Kissinger might 
be overly biased in his vision of past events and thus offers only a limited 
vision of contemporary realities. As he is in the position of an undisputed 
academic and policymaker, one would expect his observations to unfold 
more of today’s issues, and explain them through historical evidence. Given 
the world’s current challenges, it would be appropriate for Kissinger to 
emphasize the present crisis and the historical lessons leaders can learn 
from it. The war in Ukraine can be a demonstrative case. Is there any “his-
torical pattern” derived from the past that can be useful for today’s lead-
ers in their dealings with Russia? Can we find any modern versions of the 
figures discussed in the book? Unfortunately, none of these questions are 
addressed, which makes the book rather a “reminder of the good old days” 
with little value for modern world politics.
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This edited volume provides an ambitious contribution to the study of his-
torical politics and the politics of memory. The politics of memory can be 
defined as a specific interdisciplinary part of political science that studies 
the influence of the state as well as other non-state actors on the perception 
of the past in different states. Historical politics can also be understood as 
a process in which various actors assign certain values to the past in order 
to give it political hegemony ( K A N G A S PU RO 2 011) . In turn, the politics of memo-
ry implies a transition from authoritarian political regimes to democratic 
ones ( A S S M A N N – S H O R T T 2 012 ;  BA R A H ON A D E B R I T O E T A L .  2 011 ;  G E L DM AC H E R – M A N O S C H E K 

20 05) with a corresponding change in the discourse about history and mem-
ory. This is particularly important in post-communist Central and Eastern 
Europe. There the collective memory is the central narrative for under-
standing the politics of democratization and inclusion in the European 
Union (S I E R P 2 014 ;  PA K I E R – S T R ÅT H 2 010 ;  M I L O Š E V I Ć – T RO Š T 2 02 1) , while states engage 
in securization or “memory protection” by prioritizing certain historical 
events over others ( M Ä L K S O O 2 014) . It is also relevant for non-members of this 
democratic bloc in the rest of the region.

Edited by McGlynn and Jones (2022) , this volume brings together both 
highly recognized and promising young experts from across various fields 
of journalism, psychology, international relations, and security studies. This 
confirms the need for a multidisciplinary approach to the topics discussed. 
Covering a region where the deep scares of past violence are misused and 
instrumentalized in the conduct of everyday politics, the research input 
includes extensive discussions of the theoretical starting points and dis-
plays a variety of methodological approaches so that readers may gain a 
better understanding of the logics underpinning the perpetual presence 
of past experiences.

The volume focuses on case studies of Poland, Russia, and Serbia 
to understand how deeply the politics of memory impacts the changing 
post-communist world, and how it simultaneously underpins the return 
of conservatism and memory protection along with it. The authors of mul-
tiple chapters answer questions such as how to measure historical mem-
ory (Wojtych), how to ensure that subjectivity does not interfere with the 
study of memory (Jašina-Schäfer, Fürst) and how to ensure that memory 
is representative in media and literature (McGlynn, Mattingly). 
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Overall, all the authors try to understand the return of conserva-
tism (in some countries) and of memory protection along with it. The term 
memory protection refers to the efforts to safeguard certain historical 
memories from being erased or forgotten, and to prevent alternative inter-
pretations of history from being accepted as the norm. It is often viewed 
as an important aspect of memory politics, which involves the ways in 
which nations or groups use the past to create and legitimize their pres-
ent identity. Memory protection also involves various strategies, such as 
preserving historical monuments, museums, and archives, and enacting 
laws or policies that restrict the public display of certain symbols or ex-
pressions that may offend or harm certain communities. It can also involve 
the promotion of certain narratives or interpretations of history through 
educational institutions, media outlets, and cultural events, which can 
influence how people understand and remember the past. Some cases in 
Poland confirm the return of a certain conservative discourse in the pol-
itics of memory (Wojtych) or even of the normality of such a practice for 
the state as a form of self-preservation (G U S TA F S S ON 2 014) . As Frederick and 
Comanʼs chapter shows, against the background of such practices, Putinʼs 
regime actively promotes an acceptable image of the past, which is strik-
ingly combined with nostalgia for the USSR with a sole purpose: to create 
a new Russian identity. 

Despite their discussions of various cases, all the chapters identi-
fy one powerful actor. The influence of the state on the management of 
historical processes and the creation of a favorable narrative of history is 
very noticeable in many of the cases. As Wojtych shows, even the use of 
the internet as a transnational platform with the possibility of free forma-
tion and expression of opinion stumbles upon internal boundaries, such 
as the given place of residence, language, political views, and censorship. 
In their chapter, Graham and Dutton then emphasize from a sociological 
perspective the need to understand how offline content is shaping citi-
zensʼ interaction with the digital environment while national governments 
exercise control over online content. 

Another important topic discussed is the relationship between local 
initiatives and the state. When local initiatives for preserving famous sites 
of memory conflict with the official position of the state, this often creates 
a situation in which the state asserts its dominance over and defiantly does 
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not support such actions. In relation to the Russian case, Amosʼ chapter 
notices that the long-standing struggle between local historical memory 
activists and state officials over the inclusion of prisoners of war in the 
commemoration of the dead during the Second World War, was resolved 
only when the state became again concerned about the glorification of the 
victims of the Second World War. The Serbian case is also illuminating, as 
Đureinovićʼs chapter observes how the state´s attitudes towards the mon-
archists, who supported the reverence of the memory of the victims of 
communist terror, have changed from support to a cautious indifference. 
This indicates an ideological turn in the memory policy in this country. 
Finally, Wojtych studies two competing branches of a Polish museum. He 
(p. 75) argues that the new director of the Museum of the Second World 
War in Gdańsk, who was appointed by the ruling conservative party, began 
“transforming the existing, more transnational exhibition into one that would 
showcase the alleged bravery and martyrdom of the Polish nation”, while the 
opposite branch, which is located in Germany, suggested a more liberal 
narrative towards the war. However, such initiatives sometimes change 
the state-led policy of memory, as Amosʼ example of the inclusion of the 
Soviet prisoners of war in the area of the martyrs of the Second World 
War suggests. 

What is more, some chapters (Fürst, Jašina-Schäfer, Mattingly) il-
luminate the research and writing strategies in the field. They describe 
other interesting cases where the personalization of the historical pro-
cess was explored. These cases involved the historian incorporating their 
own attitude towards the events when revealing important narratives. 
When explaining self-reflective writing, Fürst (pp. 28–29) advises that it 
is no longer possible to ignore the historians in ourselves because we, as 
humans, “love, grieve, fight, suffer and are joyful, while we are researching and 
writing history [while] history helps us to make sense of our own personal lives”.

Fürstʼs advice seems very relevant for me since my own experience 
of visiting and interpreting the situation in Chechnya also left certain per-
sonal imprints in me, although it was not directly related to the politics of 
memory. The field research helped me to develop a certain research po-
sition ( RO M A N OVS K I Y 2 019) . My own research of Chechnya conducted in 2017 
and my own thoughts about it left a deep personal imprint on my own at-
titude towards Chechnya. In 2017, Chechnya was gripped by panic amid 



EVGENY ROMANOVSKIY

20558/1/2023  ▷ czech Journal of international relations

the persecution and killings of members of the LGBTQ+ community, about 
which Novaya Gazeta would write later ( M I L A S H I N A 2 017) . The atmosphere of 
total fear and distrust made me rethink politics, traditions, memory and 
history, which resulted in my quite negative interpretation of the structure 
of the Chechen identity. To conclude, our subjectivity comes into play a 
number of times in the process of “producing” history. Or, as White (1987) 
argues, history is dependent on the narrative we chose. Some of our most 
important historical interventions are made when we decide how to tell 
the story. 

This volume complements the existing literature on the issue of 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine by providing a more comprehensive and 
interdisciplinary understanding of the politics of memory in Russia and 
Central and Eastern Europe. The book offers insights into how the ma-
nipulation of historical politics can create a basis for military action and 
justify aggression towards neighboring countries. Furthermore, the book 
offers a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between memory 
and identity in the region. It helps us to explore how national and trans-
national identities are constructed and how historical narratives are used 
to create a sense of national identity, legitimize political power, and rein-
force state sovereignty.
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