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The Europeanization of Czech Politics: The 
Political Parties and the EU Referendum

Abstract

This article explores the Europeanization of Czech politics in the pre-accession period, 
with a principal focus on the political parties and party system. It argues that Czech 
political parties and party politics became increasingly Europeanized with the increased 
integration of the Czech Republic into the EU. In turn, the parties have played a key role 
in the Europeanization of Czech politics. This role is evident in the outcome of the June 
2003 referendum on EU membership, which reflected strong cross-party support for 
EU accession (excepting the Communists). However, factors other than party support 
also influenced voters’ choices, including regional factors and socio-economic factors 
such as employment status and level of income and education.

Introduction

In a referendum on 13–14 June 2003, more than 77 per cent of Czech voters 
said ‘yes’ to EU membership, thus affirming the more than decade-long ef-
fort of successive Czech governments and most political elites to ‘return [the 
Czech Republic] to Europe’. As a result, the Czech Republic formally joined 
the EU on 1 May 2004.

For the Czech Republic, as for the other acceding states, the decision to 
join the EU will have a significant impact on domestic politics. Indeed, it al-
ready has. Entry negotiations, the consequent referendum and the new reality 
of membership have greatly intensified the internal debate on EU integration 
and transformed it from a matter primarily of foreign policy into an important 
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domestic political theme. The progressive alignment of national policies and 
administrative practices with EU rules and requirements has brought home to 
Czech politicians and government officials the significant consequences of 
membership for most domestic policies and decision-making competencies. 
The growing impact of Europe has also been reflected in the elevated interest 
of the political parties in the EU and led to an increasingly detailed elaboration 
of their attitudes and views about the EU.

This article explores the Europeanization of Czech politics in the pre-
accession period, with a principal focus on the Czech political parties and party 
system. Through the lens of Europeanization theory, it examines the evolving 
attitudes and positions of the main parties towards the EU, their presentation 
of those views in the pre-referendum period and the level of support for EU 
membership among their supporters. It also examines the impact of these 
factors on the referendum outcome and the extent to which Czech domestic 
politics became Europeanized in the pre-accession period. 

The article makes the following arguments:
1. The Czech political parties and party politics became increasingly Euro-

peanized with the increased integration of the Czech Republic into the EU. This 
Europeanization effect was especially notable after the beginning of formal 
accession negotiations in early 1998 and intensified as accession negotiations 
and preparations progressed. Negotiations on the specific terms and conditions 
of membership affected party positions on the EU. The approach of the June 
2003 referendum forced the parties to adopt increasingly better defined stances 
on the question of EU membership, as well as the future development of the 
EU and the Czech Republic’s role in it.

2. Europeanization has affected the nature and dynamics of political party 
competition, promoting the emergence of a cross-party consensus in favour 
of EU integration among the major (government-oriented) parties. Despite 
the opening created for the Communists and other anti-EU groups to exploit, 
the issue of EU membership did not become a new cleavage dividing the 
major parties in the pre-accession period. This outcome appears to confirm 
expectations in the Europeanization literature about decreased party competi-
tion and voter choices as a consequence of EU integration, especially in the 
pre-accession period. 

3. The political parties have played a key role in the Europeanization of 
Czech politics, by shaping the domestic debate and popular opinion and views 
about Europe. Thus, paradoxically, while political parties were constrained and 
limited by Europeanization, they also played an important role in promoting 
this process at the national level. The pro-EU stance of all the major parties 
(except the Communists, which had no coalition potential) also ensured 
that elections and the changing party composition of government had little 
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disruptive effect on the Czech Republic’s relatively consistent and coherent 
effort to join the EU.

4. The role of the political parties in the Europeanization of Czech politics 
is particularly evident in the results of the June 2003 referendum. With the 
exception of the Communists, all of the major parties endorsed EU membership, 
including the more eurosceptical Civic Democrats. This strong cross-party 
support for EU membership played a key role in the positive referendum 
outcome, since the supporters of the major parties voted heavily in favour of 
EU membership. However, domestic politics factors other than party affiliation 
also influenced voters’ choices, including regional factors and socio-economic 
factors such as employment status and level of income and education. External 
factors, such as the old Europe/new Europe split over the Iraq war, co-operation 
between Czech and European political parties and differing views on the EU’s 
Common Foreign and Security Policy, played a lesser role and did not influence 
the outcome of the referendum campaign.

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. The next section dis-
cusses Europeanization theory and its usefulness for analysing the Czech case. 
Section III examines the development of attitudes towards the EU within the 
major political parties. Section IV explores the positions and activities of the 
parties in the pre-referendum campaign. Section V analyses the results of the 
referendum, the level of support for EU membership shown by the voters of 
particular parties and other factors that influenced the referendum results. The 
conclusion summarizes the empirical findings of this article and relates these to 
theoretical expectations about Europeanization and political parties discussed 
in Section II. Our main focus is the Europeanization of the Czech political par-
ties in the pre-accession period and their role in the Europeanization of Czech 
domestic politics. We are aware that the Europeanization process and referen-
dum outcome might also have been influenced by other factors, including the 
views and activities of key interest groups, the mass media and ‘non-partisan’ 
political actors such as former President Václav Havel. A detailed consideration 
of these other factors, however, is beyond the scope of this article. 

I. Europeanization Theory

Europeanization has become one of the most widely used theoretical approaches 
for studying the EU and its influence on the political and institutional develop-
ment of its Member States. However, its wide application has led to conceptual 
confusion and a variety of definitions. 

Some scholars focus mainly on the European level. Cowles et al. (2001, p. 
2), for example, describe Europeanization as ‘the emergence and development 
at the European level of distinct structures … that formalize interactions among 
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the actors and of policy networks specializing in the creation of authoritative 
European rules on the European level, i.e. political, legal and social institutions 
associated with political problem-solving that formalize interactions between 
those involved and political attachments focusing on creation of authoritative 
rules’. 

The majority of works dealing with Europeanization, however, perceive it as 
the infiltration of the European into the national dimension of politics. Typical 
is Ladrech (1994, p. 6), who understands Europeanization as ‘an incremental 
process re-orienting the direction and shape of politics to the degree that EC 
political and economic dynamics become part of the organizational logic of 
national politics and policy-making’. Radaelli  (2000, pp. 3–4) adopts a similar 
approach, defining Europeanization as the ‘processes of (a) construction (b) 
diffusion and (c) institutionalization of formal and informal rules, procedures, 
policy paradigms, styles, “ways of doing things” and shared beliefs and norms 
which are first defined and consolidated in the making of EU decisions and 
then incorporated in the logic of domestic discourse, identities, political struc-
tures and public policies’. According to Knill and Lemkuhl (1999, p. 1), ‘in 
its most explicit form European policy-making may trigger domestic change 
by prescribing concrete institutional requirements with which Member States 
must comply’. 

Thus, in contrast to much previous research on the EU and European in-
tegration, which generally takes a ‘bottom-up’ approach that focuses on the 
creation of supranational structures and the influence of national structures 
and policies on this process (Wallace and Wallace, 1996; Héritier, 1999), the 
overwhelming majority of research on Europeanization uses a ‘top-down’ ap-
proach that examines the EU influence on national (domestic) structures and 
processes (Featherstone and Radaelli, 2003; Radaelli, 2000; Cowles et al., 
2001; Knill, 2001; Héritier et al., 2001; Goetz and Hix, 2001; Börzel, 2002; 
Anderson, 2002; Bulmer and Lequesne, 2002). 

Those taking a top-down approach focus on different subsystems and levels 
of domestic politics, including decision-making structures and processes, insti-
tutions and institutional organization and the executive and its specific resorts. 
These can be analysed in terms of the three different dimensions of politics: 
policy, politics and polity. Some scholars, including Börzel and Risse (2000) and 
Bulmer and Burch (2001), claim that the impact of Europeanization on national 
(or domestic) political structures and processes is evident on all three dimen-
sions. On the policy dimension, the growing number of EU-level policies and 
competencies increasingly affects national policies and policy-making. This, 
in turn, influences the second dimension, politics, where Europeanization is 
reflected in the nature and terms of the domestic political debate, the actions of 
political parties and interest groups and, last but not least, the sphere of public 
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opinion. The third dimension, polity, concerns the governmental institutional, 
administrative and judicial structures that implement policy and that are also 
increasingly affected by the EU. 

This article focuses more narrowly on the dimension of politics and more 
specifically the Europeanization of political parties. This subject has been 
dealt with to some extent in the literature (for earlier studies of this topic, see 
Featherstone, 1988; Greven, 1992; and Gaffney, 1996). De Winter regards Euro-
peanization as a dual process, involving both the transformation of national 
parties and party systems and the development of parties and a party system 
at the European level, as well as increased linkages between party politics 
on these two levels (2001, p. 1). Ladrech suggests five areas in which the ef-
fects of Europeanization on national political parties and party systems can 
be studied: changes in party programmes, the structure of party organization, 
models of party competition, relations between parties and governments and 
trans-national party relations (2001).

Mair (2000, p. 4) is more sceptical about the impact of European integration 
on national party systems, arguing that ‘of the many areas of domestic politics 
which may have experienced an impact from Europe, it is party systems in 
particular that have perhaps proved to be most impervious to change’. Never-
theless, he admits that integration has affected the nature of party competition. 
By narrowing national governments’ room for manœuvre, integration limits 
competition among parties that have ambitions to rule. In other words, greater 
consensus among the major parties is promoted and consequently the number 
of political alternatives that are available for the voters is reduced. Not only 
does the European theme slowly disappear as one of the dividing lines of 
political competition, but political parties also participate in the activities of 
supranational structures, by which they reduce their possibilities of enforcing 
traditional policy preferences (Mair, 1995, 2000). In his study of the French 
Socialist party, Cole also found partisan influence to be less significant than 
the national context in mediating Europeanization pressures for policy change 
(Cole, 2001).

Thus, the Europeanization literature appears to suggest greater consensus 
and diminished competition among the major political parties as a conse-
quence of EU integration. This may be the result of EU constraints on national 
government policy choices and hence on party positions on key issues, or the 
Europeanization of party preferences and norms (socialization effect). As a 
result, ‘Europe’ does not emerge as a serious cleavage dividing the major 
political parties in most Member States. However, as Ladrech (2004, p. 54) 
also argues, ‘the commitment to further EU integration exposes [mainstream] 
parties to charges of abandoning the national interest or sovereignty’, which 
could ‘give an opening to small, often anti-EU parties on the left and right’. In 
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other words, a pro-EU consensus among the major parties could also promote 
the emergence and growing influence of anti-EU parties on the fringes of the 
party system. The conditions under which this issue moves from the political 
fringe to become a central cleavage of national party politics, is an interesting 
question to consider. 

In keeping with a general theme of much Europeanization work, many 
studies of national party systems suggest that diversity among countries 
rather than convergence is the rule, with common EU pressures mediated 
by nationally unique conditions and factors (Mokre and Pollack, 2001; 
Katsourides, 2003; Binnema, 2002; Marks and Wilson, 2000). Nevertheless, 
there remains considerable disagreement on the nature and extent of the impact 
of Europeanization on domestic political organizations.

This article examines the Europeanization process in a candidate country 
for EU membership in the pre-accession period. For obvious reasons, most of 
the Europeanization literature examines EU influence on the policies, structures 
and processes of the current Member States. However, there is also a growing 
number of studies that apply the Europeanization perspective to the candidate 
countries as well, especially those from central and eastern Europe (Grabbe, 
2001, 2002;  Goetz, 2001; Schimmelfennig et al., 2003; Schimmelfennig and 
Sedelmeier, 2004). According to Grabbe (2002, p. 2), the Europeanization 
perspective is relevant to these countries ‘because [they] are already subject 
to substantially the same pressures of adaptation to EU policies as current 
Member States. Europeanization mechanisms identified in the literature on 
the EU are likely to operate for the applicants too, given that the same policy 
structures and implementation procedures are used’. In fact, she argues, because 
of such factors as the speed of adjustment to EU rules and norms, the open-
ness to EU influence of countries undergoing the process of post-communist 
transformation and the breadth of the EU’s accession agenda, these countries 
may be even more subject to Europeanization pressures than current Member 
States (Grabbe, 2002). 

A similar argument is made by Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier (2004, p. 
661), in their analysis of conditionality and the Europeanization of central and 
eastern Europe: ‘The desire of most CEECs [countries of central and eastern 
Europe] to join the EU, combined with the high volume and intrusiveness of 
the rules attached to its membership, have allowed the EU an unprecedented 
influence on the restructuring of domestic institutions and the entire range of 
public policies in these countries’. However, they also argue that EU influ-
ence in these countries could diminish after accession, in the absence of the 
key conditional incentive of membership (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 
2004, p. 676). 
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The literature on Europeanization in the post-communist candidate coun-
tries, therefore, suggests that the pressures for cross-party consensus may be 
enhanced in these countries in the pre-accession period. Party competition and 
electoral choice on many issues are undermined by the overriding imperative 
to adopt EU rules and secure the goal of membership (Schimmelfennig and 
Sedelmeier, 2004, p. 676; Innes, 2002). As a result of the overwhelming popular 
support for EU membership and common agreement on this goal, the benefits to 
be gained from a eurosceptical position are limited, at least for the mainstream 
parties. As a consequence, inter-party competition over European integration 
in these countries can be described as a system of ‘constrained contestation’ 
(Taggart and Szczerbiak, 2004). What happens to party competition after ac-
cession, however, once the constraints of the accession process are removed, 
remains to be seen.

The functional definition of Europeanization used in this article can now be 
outlined, as well as the main hypotheses and research questions to be examined. 
This article utilizes a ‘top-down’ approach to the study of Europeanization. It 
examines the EU’s influence on politics in one candidate country, the Czech 
Republic, in the period leading up to formal accession. The subject and extent 
of our article do not permit an analysis of ‘bottom-up’ processes, which at any 
rate were hardly observable in the Czech Republic or EU in the pre-accession 
period. However, this is expected to become a subject of greater importance 
and one bearing closer examination in the future, now that the Czech Republic 
is a member of the EU. It also views the concept of Europeanization as several 
parallel processes rather than a single, complex process. Unlike other scholars, 
the authors do not view Europeanization as a transformational process (Tonra, 
2000).

While Europeanization affects all three dimensions of national politics 
– policy, politics and polity – this article focuses mainly on the second dimen-
sion (politics) and in particular EU influence on the Czech political parties and 
party system in the pre-accession period. In the following sections the proposi-
tions about Europeanization and political parties developed above are examined, 
focusing on the extent to which EU integration has affected party positions 
and programmes and the nature of party competition. It also examines the role 
of parties in the Europeanization of Czech politics, including their influence 
on public opinion, especially in regard to the referendum on EU membership. 
The role of political parties in shaping public attitudes towards the EU is a 
particularly neglected topic in previous Europeanization research.
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II. Czech Political Parties and the EU: November 1989–2002

The first democratic elections in post-communist Czechoslovakia, occurring 
in June 1990, forced the newly established political parties and movements to 
outline their foreign policy programmes. These were rather vague or too general, 
mirroring the instability and uncertainty of the country’s new foreign policy. 
Over the next two years, however, the victorious political movements, the Civic 
Forum (OF) and the Public Against Violence (VPN) and the political parties 
they gave birth to, elaborated as their main foreign policy goal Czechoslovakia’s 
‘return to Europe’, meaning full membership of the EU (at that time still the 
European Community, EC) and other Euro–Atlantic institutions, including 
Nato. Alternative concepts, such as reforming and democratizing the 
communist-era international economic and military structures (the Council 
of Mutual Economic Assistance and the Warsaw Pact), or intensified co-
operation within the Central European region (‘institutionalized Visegrád’), 
were gradually rejected.

After the June 1992 elections, the governing parties – the Civic Democratic 
Party (ODS), the Christian Democratic Union–Czechoslovak People’s Party 
(KDU-ČSL) and the Civic Democratic Alliance (ODA) – all explicitly voiced 
their support for joining the EU. The Czech Social Democratic Party (ČSSD), 
which was the most powerful opposition party until 1998, also assumed a pro-
European stance. Confirmation of the government coalition by the 1996 elec-
tions guaranteed the continuity of Czech integration efforts. Czech EU policy 
also remained essentially unchanged under the minority ČSSD government that 
resulted from the 1998 elections, which also saw the entrance of a new political 
party – the Freedom Union (US) – into the Parliament. Because the influence 
of the Communist Party (KSČM) and other political groups on foreign policy 
was (and still is) negligible, we argue that the Czech Republic demonstrated a 
high degree of foreign policy continuity and consensus between 1992 and 2002, 
in particular on the issue of EU accession. The consensus on EU policy among 
the relevant political parties and key policy actors (the parliament, government 
and President) gave an important boost to Czech efforts to join the EU.

This brief overview, however, does not say enough about the origins and 
development of the EU positions of the major political parties, particularly in 
the key period framed by the beginning of accession negotiations in March 
1998 and the June 2003 referendum on EU membership. Thus, the remainder 
of this section provides a more detailed analysis of the developing positions 
of the Czech political parties on the EU and their adoption of the ‘European 
agenda’. Unfortunately, the scholarly literature on this issue is insufficient or 
even absent (Welcome exceptions are Mareš, 2000; Witzová, 2000; Marek and 
Dürr, 2002; Šaradín, 2000; and Šaradín et. al. 2002). Therefore, the article relies 
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mainly on primary sources of information, such as the electoral programmes 
and other programmatic documents of particular parties and the manifestos or 
statements of leading politicians. 

The Social Democratic Party

In its 1998 electoral programme the Social Democratic Party called for a 
stronger link between foreign policy and internal political development, 
especially in relation to the process of EU integration. It stated that the Social 
Democrats would ‘consult’ the general public on EU integration in a ‘matter-
of-fact national discussion’ and called for a membership referendum. The 
ČSSD criticized euroscepticism and declared that it perceived the EU as a 
‘multidimensional European community’ that will help the Czech Republic to 
prosper, achieve security and stability, improve its international position and 
facilitate the access of its citizens to education and employment opportunities. 
The ČSSD proposed, without being more specific, that the Czech Republic 
should actively participate in the ongoing process of integration and not be 
merely a passive onlooker. The programme mentioned the need to adopt the 
European social charter and negotiate for transitional periods only in the most 
sensitive areas (for the Czech Republic) of the acquis communautaire (ČSSD, 
1998).

Because the ČSSD gained the reputation of being the most powerful 
‘pro-European’ party during its four-year period of minority government, it 
was surprising that the party’s 2002 electoral programme largely neglected 
the European issue.1 The programme mentions only briefly the importance 
of EU membership and its consequent advantages for the Czech Republic 
(i.e. higher employment, enhanced work and study opportunities, increased 
financial aid) (ČSSD, 2002). Nevertheless, because of the party’s governing 
role in 1998–2002, the ČSSD’s views on foreign policy and relations with the 
EU were already the most fully elaborated of all the parties. As the governing 
party, the ČSSD had to implement its EU policy actively because of the need 
to explicitly define the government’s positions in negotiations with the EU on 
the terms and conditions of accession.

The Civic Democratic Party

The ODS is the only political party that treated the European issue ideologically 
in its 1998 electoral programme. The programme speaks about protecting 
national interests and pursuing a realistic policy that corresponds with the 

1This results from the design of the electoral programme, ‘An Individual in the First Place’, which the ČSSD 
devised as a presentation of the current problems and wishes of citizens, using the example of an average 
Czech family and a promise of what the party will do for them in the forthcoming term. 
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country’s geographic, geopolitical and demographic situation. The ODS claimed 
that the European orientation should be balanced with an Atlantic one and it 
called for a ‘Europe of nations’ in compliance with the party’s credo of ‘yes to 
integration, no to the nation’s disappearance’. The ODS expressed its fears of 
the European social state and increased competition between a closed ‘fortress’ 
Europe and other world economic centres. The ODS declared it wanted the EU 
to symbolize the free market, (transatlantic) partnership and free competition 
and to carry out reforms that would not lead to the disappearance of the state, 
as the essential unit of the international political system, into supranational 
structures. It supported the idea of a referendum on EU membership, on the 
condition that the Czech people were well informed about both the positive 
and negative consequences of membership (ODS, 1998).

In the run-up to the 2002 elections, the ODS expressed its views in the so-
called ‘Themes of the Decade’ manifesto and in two other statements dealing 
with European integration, ‘The ODS Votes for the EU’ and ‘The ODS Votes 
for Czech National Interests’. In these documents the ODS reaffirmed its 
‘euro-realist’ line and its preference for strong trans-Atlantic ties. It emphasized 
the need to protect national interests and maintain monetary sovereignty. The 
ODS also promoted its views on the EU’s constitutional future, including its 
preference for the creation of a second chamber of the European Parliament 
composed of the representatives of national parliaments. The ODS rejects a 
federal Europe and the extension of qualified majority voting. Above all else, 
it attacked the so-called super-state: ‘The ODS does not see the future of Euro-
pean integration in an artificial levelling of all European states into one legal, 
political, economic and institutional frame that would neglect their distinct 
national traditions’. However, the ODS also rejected the label of ‘nationalist 
party’ attributed to it by others in the ‘flattened’ national debate on the EU, 
making clear that it favoured joining the EU on 1 January 2004,2 that is ‘in the 
nearest possible term’ (ODS, 2002). 

The Communist Party

In the pre-accession period the KSČM was incapable of assuming a clear 
pro- or anti-European stand. In its 1998 programme the Communists spoke in 
support of ‘entry into Europe, but only on a democratic basis’. The party was 
sympathetic to the idea of integration on the condition that the Czech Republic 
would not become ‘a colony’ and it would join the EU ‘on a non-discriminatory 
basis’. It emphasized that the Czech people must have the chance to express 
their opinion on EU membership in a referendum, preceded by a wide-ranging 

2This date had long been considered a realistic one for enlargement, until the EU Council formally moved 
it to 1 May 2004.
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discussion about the issue. The 1998 programme declared that the KSČM 
required the continuity of state sovereignty and a restriction of EU powers. The 
Communists were vague, however, about the character of the EU they desired 
and enlargement (KSČM, 1998).

The 2002 electoral programme also did not take a clear stand on EU mem-
bership; it neither rejected nor supported integration. The chapter entitled, ‘We 
can further our national interest only in a safe world’, insisted upon a refer-
endum and the active assertion of national interests. The Communists blamed 
the government for insufficient assertiveness in the entry negotiations, which 
would result, they predicted, in unequal membership for the Czech Republic. 
The party called for the principle of non-discrimination in the area of labour 
mobility and employment in the EU. It also voiced fears about a deterioration of 
the Czech social situation and increased prices after accession. The programme 
proclaimed that, ‘the outcomes of the negotiations concerning our integration 
need re-examination’. It did not say how this could be done (KSČM, 2002).

The Christian Democrats

The Christian Democratic Party is one of the most strongly pro-European 
parties on the Czech political scene. The party’s 1998 programme contained 
a chapter on foreign policy that was written in an objective and factual way 
and was very concrete in many aspects. It supported Czech participation in 
economic and monetary union and the Schengen agreement (on internal EU 
border controls) and argued for strengthening the EU’s common foreign and 
security policy. The party declared it wanted the Czech Republic to be a key 
advocate of European integration. It insisted, in particular, on the equal involve-
ment of small and medium-sized states in the EU decision-making process 
(KDU-ČSL, 1998).

The party’s 2002 programme was devised together with the Freedom Union-
Democratic Union (US-DEU), with which it had formed the ‘coalition’. The 
programme extensively discussed the EU issue. It emphasized the necessity 
of Czech membership in European structures, arguing that this would bring 
an end to the post-communist era and fully satisfy national interests. Through 
EU membership, the Czech Republic would be able to take part in common 
decision-making processes and participate in making European rules and 
standards. The country would return to Europe, where it had always belonged. 
The coalition parties also made clear that they viewed the EU as a significant 
security actor. They supported the federalist vision of an EU with a power-
ful foreign, security and defence policy and a new European constitution, by 
which the Commission would be transformed into a European government. 
The coalition parties also supported the effective utilization of EU structural 
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and cohesion funds and they wanted further reform of the common agricultural 
policy (Koalice, 2002).

The Freedom Union-Democratic Union

Together with the ČSSD and the KDU-ČSL, the US-DEU belongs to the group 
of distinctly pro-European parties. Its 1998 electoral programme supported 
Czech entry into the EU within the first half of the next decade. For the US-
DEU, Europe was seen not only as a free market zone, but also an organization 
with a specific security identity. The US-DEU is the only party mentioning 
the role of regional and local governments in foreign policy, acknowledging 
the so-called Euro-regions. The party also demanded that Czech citizens be 
well informed about the advantages and disadvantages of EU membership and 
called for an information campaign that it termed ‘Europe of Opportunities’ 
(Unie svobody, 1998). 

The US-DEU participated in the 2002 elections together with the Christian 
Democrats as members of the coalition, whose programme has already been 
discussed.

On the basis of their electoral programmes and behaviour in the pre-
accession period, we suggest in Table 1 a typology of Czech political parties 
based on their attitudes towards the EU.

III. The Political Parties and the EU Referendum

The political parties had expressed their views on EU membership long before 
the referendum, most recently in the 2002 parliamentary elections. Not only 
did the EU issue dominate the elections, but it also became the main factor 
shaping the centre-left government coalition that was eventually formed. All 
of the coalition partners – the ČSSD, KDU-ČSL and US-DEU – fully backed 
integration and considered EU membership a task of utmost importance for the 

Table 1: Typology of the Czech Parties with Respect to their Stand on the EU

Political Party                                    Stand on the EU

ČSSD  Pro-European without reservations/preference for a federal EU

ODS Pro-European with reservations/preference for intergovernmentalism

KSČM Reservedly anti-European

KDU-ČSL Pro-European without reservations /preference for a federal EU

US-DEU Pro-European without reservations /preference for a federal EU

Source: Authors’ own data.
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national government. When Jan Ruml (US-DEU), who rejected participation 
in a coalition with the ČSSD in 1998, was asked why he would prefer to co-
operate with the Social Democrats now rather than with the Civic Democrats, 
he answered that it was because of their shared interests in achieving the EU 
goal. ‘I have analysed the priorities of both parties’, Ruml declared, ‘and the 
EU together with the de-centralization issue are fundamental to the functioning 
of the state’ (Právo, 2002). The chair of the KDU-ČSL, Cyril Svoboda, echoed 
Ruml’s view after the elections, declaring that, ‘our entry into the EU functions 
as a keystone that connects [the coalition parties]’ (Lidové noviny, 2002).

On the eve of the referendum, however, all the political parties felt the need 
to formulate their positions more clearly and began publishing documents 
in which they discussed why the country should or should not join the EU. 
Already in October 2001 the US-DEU had released a statement entitled ‘The 
US’s European Vision – With the Union into the Union’. This document sought 
to answer three essential questions: ‘Is the idea of the European integration 
a good idea or not and why? Does it comply with Czech interests to join the 
EU as soon as possible and why? What should be the objectives of the future 
EU?’ (Unie svobody, 2003).

The closest attention to the European issue was paid by the ODS, which 
presented its views in a brochure, ‘If into the EU, then with the ODS’ and in 
a series of texts entitled ‘Positional Documents Concerning the Entry into the 
EU by the Shadow Cabinet of ODS’. The brochure was primarily intended for 
voters and supporters of the ODS and it basically repeated arguments from the 
2002 election campaign while attacking the government parties: ‘The ČSSD 
government keeps lying to the Czech people about the EU. They try to conceal 
the less positive aspects of our membership. They never mention frequently 
degrading accession terms and conditions, for which they are – due to their 
negotiations – fully responsible’ (ODS, 2003a). The party also published a 68-
page text consisting of 14 chapters, each analysing a specific area of relations 
between the EU and the Czech Republic (culture, environment, economy, social 
policy, etc.). In his introduction, the ODS Chairman, Mirek Topolánek, declared 
that the document was ‘intended as a response to the “Accession Treaty” signed 
in Athens on April 16, 2003’. As he described it, ‘the introductory part briefly 
summarizes [the] basic principles of ODS policy, describes current EU policy, 
trends and difficulties, defines and assesses the definite form of the Treaty 
and last but not least, emphasizes the priorities the ODS wants to put through 
after the Czech Republic joins European structures’ (ODS, 2003b). Besides 
outlining specific policies, the document repeatedly attacked the government, 
in particular over the entry terms it had negotiated.

The Christian Democrats issued a document on 29 April 2003 entitled ‘On 
the Way to the Enlarged Europe’, which it pronounced was ‘the stand of the 
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KDU-ČSL in the discussion about the European future’ (KDU-ČSL 2003). The 
document briefly outlined the history of European integration and the party’s 
approach to EU membership and the future development of an enlarged EU. 
The KDU-ČSL asserted its belief in three essential principles of European 
integration: subsidiarity, proportionality and solidarity. It also, in common 
with the ODS and the US-DEU, proclaimed the necessity of maintaining and 
strengthening trans-Atlantic ties.

The KSČM published a manifesto, ‘In Support of a Democratic Europe’, 
in which it presented the model of an ideal socialist European society while 
declaring that the actual EU, based on the Maastricht criteria, is far from ideal. 
The manifesto was full of emotional appeals, clichés and statements such as: 
‘we seek – as heirs of the great Teacher of Nations, Jan Amos Comenius3 
– to offer his heritage to other nations, the heritage that unites the universal 
character of culture with the uniqueness and beauty of national specifics and 
the highest ethical values’. Or, ‘the issue concerned is the ethicization of poli-
tics, a political concept in which arguments will be more powerful than guns, 
manipulation will be replaced with conscious co-operation aiming at rational 
and morally acceptable goals’. Or, ‘the scientific and social truth of the late 
20th century cannot be achieved through individual performances, but only 
through united effort’ (KSČM, 2003a). Moreover, the Communists stressed a 
different vision of European security, arguing that it could only be achieved 
outside the scope of Nato.

On the eve of the referendum the parties had a final opportunity to persuade 
the Czech people to support or not support EU membership. They pursued the 
following strategies: the KDU-ČSL, US-DEU and ČSSD all released statements 
explicitly urging people to vote for the EU. The ODS did so as well. However, 
some of its top officials also publicly rejected EU membership, for instance 
party Vice-Chairman and Member of Parliament Ivan Langer and Member of 
Parliament Martin Říman. The ODS Chairman also expressed some reserva-
tions: ‘5.1 to 4.9. This is the strength and weakness, respectively, of my “yes”. 
I am going to put a ballot with this little word into the referendum ballot box’ 
(ODS, 2003c). Despite its doubts about integration, however, the ODS did 
finally recommend that its voters support EU membership, although within 
the context of criticism aimed at the government’s pro-EU campaign. On the 
morning of 13 June, the ODS declared: ‘At the very outset of today’s refer-
endum the ODS is worried about the evident failure of the government to run 
the campaign and communicate with people. We are afraid the incompetence 
of the government might have a negative impact on the voting and the results 

3Jan Amos Comenius (1592–1670) was a Czech educational reformer and religious leader. 
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of the polls. Therefore we repeat and call upon our voters and supporters to 
vote in the referendum and support accession’ (ODS, 2003a).

The only party formally opposing EU membership, the KSČM, released the 
following statement: ‘From the long-term, strategic point of view the KSČM 
sees European integration as an objective matter and does not intend to ques-
tion membership in the EU in the long-term horizon. However, considering 
the negotiated terms and conditions of accession, insufficient readiness, the 
vague idea of the shape of the EU in the period following the proposed re-
form, we cannot recommend people to vote for the entry into the EU in 2004’ 
(KSČM, 2003b). However, this appeal was rejected by the party’s Vice-Chair-
men, Miroslav Ransdorf and Jiří Dolejš, revealing an intra-party rift that was 
previously indicated by the inconsistent statements of various party leaders 
and documents on the EU question. In the end, the eurosceptic faction of the 
party prevailed.

Even though the Communists and Civic Democrats represented opposite 
ideological poles within the party spectrum, when it came to criticizing EU 
integration they often adopted similar stands. For example, the KSČM and ODS 
Members of Parliament from the city of Olomouc presented their views in a 
pre-referendum opinion poll conducted by the daily newspaper Mladá fronta 
Dnes. Alexander Černý of the KSČM declared: ‘I am well aware of the fact 
that it will not work without integration and the EU, but on the other hand we 
should reconsider the accession criteria the Czech Republic accepted. Many 
people and most of our voters do not think they are advantageous. I have not 
decided yet, but I think I will vote no’. According to Kateřina Dostálová of 
the ODS: ‘I have not determined yet whether I shall vote yes or no; due to the 
incompetence of the government the position of the Czech Republic within 
the EU is unclear’ (Mladá fronta Dnes, 2003). 

Neither the ODS nor KSČM are homogenous parties and their diverse opin-
ions on European integration are not surprising. Their party bases, however, 
are much less pluralistic than those of the other three parties. The image of 
the ODS has for a long time been determined by its former Chairman, Václav 
Klaus, while the Communists were under the influence of their Chairman 
Miroslav Grebeníček. On the other hand, none of the leading representatives 
of the ČSSD, KDU-ČSL, or US-DEU rejected membership. That is why it is 
possible, despite the variability of opinion that exists, to summarize the parties’ 
EU positions according to the typology presented in Table 1. 
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IV. The Referendum Outcome

The 13–14 June referendum was an overwhelming endorsement of EU mem-
bership. Not only did a high percentage of voters say ‘yes’ to membership, but 
there was also a relatively strong turnout of 55.2 per cent, only slightly below 
the 58 per cent figure for the June 2002 parliamentary elections. This level of 
voter participation compared favourably to other accession countries with no 
minimum turnout requirement, for example, Hungary. 

In the referendum there was a strong correlation between partisan prefer-
ence and support for EU membership, suggesting an important influence of 
political parties on voter choice. Essentially, supporters of the pro-EU parties 
voted overwhelmingly for EU membership, while supporters of the anti-EU 
Communists voted against. This pattern is confirmed by the results of an exit 
poll, carried out by the SC&C agency on behalf of Czech television. Accord-
ing to this survey, EU membership was supported by 92 per cent of US-DEU 
voters, 86 per cent of ODS voters, 84 per cent of KDU-ČSL voters, 82 per cent 
of ČSSD voters, 37 per cent of KSČM voters and 71 per cent of the supporters 
of other parties (SCAC, 2003).

As previously mentioned, turnout for the referendum was only slightly below 
the 2002 parliamentary elections. However, in 16 election districts the referen-
dum turnout was below 2002 by more than 5 per cent and in eight of these the 
difference was more than 5.5 per cent: Žd’ár nad Sázavou (7.37 per cent) and 
Karviná, Vyškov, Frýdek-Místek, Znojmo, Blansko, Bruntál and Prostějov (all 
5.5 per cent). In each of these districts, there is also strong support for the left, 
with the ČSSD having a strong position. Thus, the low referendum turnout in 
these districts is perhaps explained by disillusion with the performance of the 
Social Democratic government, with many of its supporters not voting in the 
referendum in order to demonstrate their discontent. 

Support for EU membership in the referendum displayed a strong regional 
pattern. Map 1 shows that the highest support for membership was in Prague, 
in the districts Praha-západ, Plzeň-město, Brno-město, Brno-venkov, in south-
eastern Moravia, in Ostrava-město and in the region of Opava. The national 
average (77.33 per cent) was exceeded in a few districts in the regions of 
middle and northern Moravia, eastern Bohemia, České Budějovice, Karlovy 
Vary and Most. The lowest support for membership was in Middle Bohemia 
and the districts bordering Germany, Austria and, interestingly, in four dis-
tricts bordering Poland. In fact, six of the ten districts with the lowest support 
for membership are situated on the Austrian, German and Polish borders. 
Conversely, people in Silesia and those living near the border with Slovakia 
voted heavily in favour of membership. The highest levels of support for EU 
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Source: Czech Statistical Office (ČSÚ).

membership are in Prague and the districts near the Slovak borders, where the 
KDU-ČSL has a strong position.

Not surprisingly, there is a strong correspondence between the regional 
pattern of support for EU membership and the geographical distribution of 
support for political parties. In particular, there is considerable overlap be-
tween Maps 1 and 5, which shows the pattern of support in the 2002 elections 
for the Communists. Also notable is the strong support for EU membership 
in regions of concentrated support for pro-EU parties: south-eastern Moravia 
for the KDU-ČSL (Map 4), north-eastern Moravia-Silesia ČSSD (Map 2) and 
Prague for the ODS and coalition (Maps 3 and 4). However, the weak support 
for EU membership in areas of strong support for pro-Europe parties – northern 
and southern Bohemia for the ODS and central Bohemia for the ČSSD – are 
anomalies that need to be explained.

As previously mentioned, many of the districts with lowest support for EU 
membership are on the borders with Germany, Austria and (south-western) Po-
land. These are areas that were formerly part of the Sudetenland, a region with 
a large German population that once belonged to Germany. Many residents of 
this region still fear German domination and view EU accession as a means of 
allowing Germany once again to exert great influence. Typical is the statement 

Above 79%
77.3–79%
75–77.3%
Below 75%

Map 1: Support for EU Membership in the Referendum (According to Districts)
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Source: Czech Statistical Office (ČSÚ).

Above 30%
25–30%
20–25%
Below 20%

Map 2: Support for the ČSSD in the Districts (2002)

Map 3: Support for the ODS in the Districts (2002)

Above 40%
35–40%
30–35%
Below 30%Source: Czech Statistical Office (ČSÚ).
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Source: Czech Statistical Office (ČSÚ).

Above 20%
15–20%
10–15%
Below 10%

Above 25%
20–25%
15–20%
Below 15%

Map 4: Support for the coalition in the Districts (2002)

Map 5: Support for the KSČM in the Districts (2002)

Source: Czech Statistical Office (ČSÚ).
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of one Communist MEP, who described EU policies to promote cross-border 
regional co-operation as an instrument for the economic disaggregation of the 
Czech Republic and its domination by Germany after membership:

The European Union’s budgets are based on regions while we are used to a 
state-controlled economy. This means there will be a discrepancy between 
state resources and regional resources because regions can be subsidized by 
the EU. The subsidy, however, will be smaller than we suppose now. It is 
a warning for me that European regions might totally disrupt our state. For 
example, I am worried that the small region of Karlovy Vary might join two 
equally small German regions and establish a region that would apply for 
EU subsidies, because the poor Czech part and the wealthy German part will 
not together reach the level of the quota. (KSČM, 2003c)

With the exception of middle Bohemia (the area around Prague), the districts 
formerly having a large German population display a below-average level of 
support for EU membership (exceptions are the more urbanized districts of 
České Budějovice, Karlovy Vary, Most, Ústí nad Orlicí and Opava). Table 
2 shows the ten districts recording the lowest support for membership in 
the referendum (i.e. less than 75 per cent), all of them in formerly German 
areas. Table 2 also shows that the Communists are the most popular party in 
these districts, boasting above-average levels of support in seven out of the 
ten districts. In a number of districts the ODS is also rather strong, however, 

Table 2: Support for the Political Parties in the 2002 Elections in Districts with Below 
Average Support for EU Membership

District              ČSSD (%)        ODS (%)         KSČM (%)       Coalition (%)    RMS (%)

Znojmo 27.21 18.10 29.18 13.79 0.97

Č. Krumlov 28.10 25.32 19.79 12.51 0.93

Domažlice 31.55 24.80 20.76 10.25 0.76

Tachov 28.15 19.77 31.02 7.54 1.17

Cheb 28.93 24.32 23.87 9.22 1.24

Děčín 29.72 24.92 22.67 7.39 1.86

Česká Lípa 27.78 26.26 22.37 8.72 1.69

Liberec 28.67 25.43 16.85 13.53 1.20

Semily 24.71 27.15 13.86 17.94 1.02

Trutnov 26.43 27.64 17.30 12.64 0.96

National support  30.20 24.47 18.51 14.27 0.97

Source: Czech Statistical Office (ČSÚ) (2002).
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4 The Republican Party is not a parliamentary party at the moment. Its predecessor, Association for the 
Republic-Republican Party of Czechoslovakia, was represented in parliament until 1998.
5 There are exceptions to this rule. One is the Tachov district, where the KSČM gained 31.02 per cent of the 
vote (more than double the national average), yet the unemployment rate is only 9 per cent (slightly below 
the national average). Similarly in Vyškov district (Moravia), unemployment is below average (9.0 per cent) 
and 23.34 per cent of the population voted for the KSČM (4.83 per cent above the national average). In 
both districts, other explanations for the high popularity of the KSČM are to be found. A significant part of 
the population is employed by the military, due to the large bases located in these regions. This is a social 
group that generally favours parties advocating a large and protective state.

reaching slightly above-average results in seven of the ten districts, while 
the Social Democrats and coalition parties are generally weak. The relative 
strength of the ODS, a nominally pro-European party, in these districts provides 
some indication that it is geographical location and historical legacy that 
have motivated the anti-EU sentiments of voters, not just sympathy for the 
Communists. The Communists, however, have certainly effectively played 
on popular fears of renewed German domination. Another indication of the 
strength of anti-German sentiment in these areas is the votes for the Republicans 
(RMS) of Miroslav Sládek, an extremely anti-German party which achieved 
average or above average results in all ten districts.4

The so-called ‘Sudeten factor’ is not the only factor explaining the lower 
support for EU membership in certain districts, though it has doubtlessly in-
fluenced voting for the Communists. Socio-economic conditions, including the 
unemployment rate and income levels, may also have affected the behaviour 
of voters in the referendum.

It can be hypothesized, for instance, that areas of high unemployment are 
also areas of high economic insecurity and that voters in such districts will 
therefore tend to be more fearful about the impact of economic changes result-
ing EU membership. Districts of high unemployment, therefore, should display 
lower levels of support for EU membership.

A comparison of Maps 1 and 6 shows only a moderate relationship be-
tween unemployment and support for EU membership, however. While high 
unemployment areas along the German border in northern Bohemia displayed 
only weak support for EU membership, high unemployment areas in northern 
and central-eastern Moravia, especially along the Polish and Slovak borders, 
recorded higher levels of support. Party affiliation may be an important in-
termediary variable here. While the KSČM generally enjoys a high level of 
support in regions of high unemployment,5 in northern and south-eastern 
Moravia two pro-Europe parties, the Social Democrats and coalition, are also 
strong. For instance in Hodonín, a district with an above-average unemploy-
ment rate (14.6 per cent), 81.1 per cent of population nevertheless voted for 
EU membership. This may have been influenced by the strength of the coali-
tion parties, which in this district drew 21.23 per cent of the vote (6.96 per 
cent above their national average). Regional factors, i.e. the Sudeten factor 
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or proximity to Slovakia, may also have transcended or reinforced the effects 
of unemployment. In the latter instance, the residents of Slovak border areas, 
in many cases with strong personal or family ties to Slovakia, may view EU 
integration as a means of erasing the border dividing countries that were until 
recently politically united. 

Income level is another factor that might influence views on EU membership. 
It can be hypothesized that those with higher incomes will be more economi-
cally secure and confident in the face of changes brought by EU membership. 
They will generally be employed in economic sectors that are less vulnerable 
to increased competition, or possess skills that make them more adaptable and 
hence will tend to view EU membership as an opportunity rather than a threat. 
Lower income voters, by comparison, are more insecure and fearful about the 
impact of EU membership on their economic situation.

A comparison of Maps 1 and 7 reveals only a moderate relationship between 
income and support for EU membership in the referendum, however. The urban-
ized districts of Prague, České Budějovice, Plzeň-město and Ostrava-město all 
have above-average income levels and also show higher levels of support for 
EU integration, as might be expected. However, even though the Zlín district 
(eastern Moravia) and eastern Bohemia have substandard income levels, support 
for EU membership is above average in some of these areas. Other districts 

Source: Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MPSV) (2003).

Above 15%
9.5–15%
5–9.5%
Below 5%

Map 6: Unemployment Rate According to District (June 2003)
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in northern and southern Moravia also show low levels of income yet strong 
support for EU membership, while districts in central Bohemia (excluding the 
immediate Prague area) have relatively high income levels yet low support for 
EU membership. Here again, a combination of party affiliation and regional 
factors may provide an explanation. In central Bohemia, the Communists are 
strong and the ‘Sudeten’ or anti-German factor operates, while in Moravia the 
coalition and ČSSD do well and cross-border ties to Slovakia are important. An 
interesting anomaly is the district of Most in northern Bohemia, where there 
is moderately strong support for EU membership despite both above average 
unemployment and proximity to the German border. The ODS also draws well 
in this district, however, which might be part of the answer.

The impact of level of education is also examined. It can be hypothesized 
that better educated voters will tend to be more supportive of EU membership, 
since they are better armed with the skills necessary to succeed in a changing 
environment, but also better informed about the benefits of EU membership. 
This relationship is confirmed by the above-mentioned SC&C poll, which 
shows that 82 per cent of those with a university degree voted in favour of 
membership, compared to 73 per cent of those with only a primary school 
education (SCAC, 2003; Zlínský kraj, 2003).

Source: ČSÚ (2002, 2003a–n).
Note: 21 December 2002 exchange rate: 1 US$ = CZK 26; €1 = CZK 32.

Above 17,000
15,000–17,000
13,000–15,000
Below 15,000

Map 7: Average Monthly Income in the Districts (in Czech Crowns)
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Table 3, which compares data from each of the 14 regions, also shows that 
level of education is a key a factor determining the degree of support for ac-
cession. This relationship can be observed particularly in Prague and Southern 
Bohemia, which have the highest percentage of university graduates in the 
Czech Republic. In other Bohemian regions, for example Ústí nad Labem, the 
proportion of university graduates is lower, which corresponds with a lower 
level of support for EU membership. The education factor appears to reinforce 
the party affiliation factor, since the areas of the Czech Republic with high 
education levels are also those in which the (pro-Europe) coalition parties and 
ODS do well. 

The urban factor also has possible relevance for the referendum outcome, 
since it can be hypothesized that urbanized areas tend to be those with above-
average levels of unemployment and income and better-educated voters. To 
examine this, support for EU membership in the regional capitals (urban cen-
tres) is looked at. Table 4 displays the results of local or municipal elections for 
the capital cities of 13 regions (disregarding Middle Bohemia, whose capital 
is Prague) and those for the 2002 elections and the EU referendum. 

Table 3: Educational Background and Support for EU Membership (by Region)

Region                Primary School                 University                      Assent to 
                                Education (%)          Degree (%)             EU Entry (%)

Praha 14.5 18.8 80.2

Středočeský 23.1 7.0 75.4

Jihočeský 23.5 7.8 76.2

Plzeňský 23.0 7.8 76.9

Karlovarský 27.9 5.6 76.5

Ústecký 27.3 5.4 75.6

Liberecký 23.9 7.0 73.8

Královéhradecký 22.5 7.5 76.2

Pardubický 22.7 7.0 76.1

Vysočina 24.2 6.7 76.0

Jihomoravský 23.3 10.3 78.3

Olomoucký 23.6 8.1 77.0

Moravskoslezský 25.2 7.8 79.1

Zlínský 24.8 7.7 80.5

Source: Czech Statistical Office (ČSÚ) (2003a–n).
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In all the regional capitals support for integration was above average, the 
only exception being Liberec, where it was comparable to the nation-wide 
average. The data also show that on the local level the right-wing parties, par-
ticularly the ODS, are dominant (with the exception of Olomouc, where the 
ČSSD gained 0.01 per cent more votes than the ODS). In the parliamentary 
elections, however, the ČSSD has done much better, in some places drawing 
twice the vote of the ODS. The position of the sole anti-EU party, the KSČM, 
is more balanced. Despite the strong support for the KSČM in some regional 
capitals, however, people nevertheless voted heavily for accession. The strong 
position of the pro-European parties, plus the above-average socio-economic 
conditions in these cities, probably accounts for this outcome (see, in particular, 
the cases of Ostrava or Ústí nad Labem). In the anomalous case of Liberec, 
despite a below-average level of support for EU integration, the popularity of 
the KSČM is very low. Thus, factors other than support for the Communists 
must also have played a role in the referendum outcome there, probably a 
combination of socio-economic conditions and the Sudeten factor. 

Table 4: Election Results and Support for EU Membership in Czech Regional  
Capitals 

Town                   Results for Local Elections (1–2 November 2002)/June 2002 
                                                         Parliamentary Elections  

           Parliamentary        ČSSD (%)          KSČM (%)              Non-       Referendum       
                          Right Wing (%)                                                        Parliamentary        (%)
                                                                 Entities (%)

Praha 45.74/52.29 14.66/25.85 10.83/11.10 23.40 80.2

Č. Budějovice 57.00/44.05 14.94/29.41 15.39/15.38 11.12 78.6

Plze 51.37/43.71 20.59/30.98 13.26/14.41 9.34 80.3

K. Vary 43.19/40.85 16.57/28.82 13.93/15.18 14.41 80.7

Ústí n/Labem 39.85/37.27 18.26/30.90 20.28/20.64 12.75 77.9

Liberec 36.80/43.39 15.76/28.84 10.75/14.14 28.38 77.4

H. Králové 40.70/43.57 14.70/29.65 14.88/14.81 25.6 79.7

Pardubice 44.87/42.28 16.50/31.33 15.15/15.63 15.31 78.5

Jihlava 41.49/38.16 16.73/32.87 20.67/17.07 11.06 77.6

Brno 50.80/42.67 16.00/31.55 13.13/14.10 5.80 80.7

Olomouc 37.62/39.10 23.19/32.71 14.87/15.80 20.31 79.1

Zlín 42.05/43.77 20.77/30.04 11.53/13.51 22.52 82.7

Ostrava 42.46/31.45 25.73/37.10 20.59/21.18 5.62 80.0

Source: Authors’ own data.

ěn
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Conclusion

This article has examined the Europeanization of Czech politics in the pre-
accession period, focusing on the political parties and party system. It has 
examined the increased orientation of the Czech parties towards EU issues 
and themes and the development of their positions on EU integration as 
the accession process advanced. It has also examined the role of the parties 
in shaping the public debate and attitudes about the EU, especially in the 
period before the June 2003 referendum and the impact of the parties on the 
referendum outcome.

The Europeanization of Czech politics is most evident when we examine 
the evolution of party programmes. Since 1990, the European issue has played 
an increasingly important role and the parties have further elaborated their 
views on EU integration. In the 1990, 1992 and 1996 elections each of the 
major parties, with the exception of the Communists, broadly promised that 
they would strive for EU membership. During the two subsequent electoral 
terms, covering the period 1998–2002, as accession negotiations with the EU 
intensified and the Czech Republic began to adopt the EU’s entry criteria, the 
parties began incorporating more detailed positions on individual EU policy 
areas into their programmes. In the run-up to the June 2003 referendum, the 
impact of Europeanization on the political agendas of the individual parties 
became even more distinct. Even before actual accession, therefore, Czech 
party politics had become highly Europeanized. Formal accession in May 2004 
and the first experiences of membership, including the June 2004 EP elections 
and the debate on the EU Constitutional Treaty, have further Europeanized 
Czech politics. 

Europeanization has also affected the nature of political party competition. 
The constraints of the accession process and the imperative of membership com-
pelled the major parties to adopt pro-EU positions and prevented the European 
issue from emerging as a key cleavage in domestic politics. Despite the ‘Euro-
realist’ position of Klaus and the ODS, there was broad agreement among the 
major parties on the goal of EU membership, the Communists being the only 
real exception. This outcome appears to confirm expectations in the literature 
that Europeanization affects party competition by promoting greater cross-party 
consensus, thus limiting political alternatives and choices for voters. The Czech 
case also matches the experience of other post-communist candidate countries, 
supporting the view that the impact of Europeanization on party competition 
is strongest in these countries. However, the example of the Communist party 
also supports the argument that a pro-EU consensus among the major parties 
creates openings for non-mainstream or anti-EU parties to exploit. 
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An interesting question is whether this cross-party consensus on EU inte-
gration will continue now that the Czech Republic has achieved the goal of 
membership. Will the absence of constraints imposed by the accession process 
enable the adoption of more eurosceptical positions by major parties and allow 
EU integration to become more of a central cleavage of domestic politics in 
the future? The extent to which this becomes the case will no doubt be affected 
by how further Europeanization shapes the ‘opportunity structure’ for political 
party competition in the Czech Republic and other new Member States. For the 
post-communist countries in particular, the difficulties of economic transition 
could increase popular resentments and enhance the attractiveness to political 
parties of adopting a more eurosceptical position. Alternatively, EU member-
ship could continue to exert constraints on party competition, as has been the 
experience in older Member States, or further experience with Europe could 
deepen the normative transformation of political party actors in a way which 
strengthens the pro-EU consensus among mainstream parties. In the Czech 
Republic, some evidence for the former scenario is provided by the more vocal 
euroscepticism of the ODS since the referendum, exhibited in the June 2004 
EP elections and in the debate over the EU Constitutional Treaty.

This article has also focused on the role of political parties as opinion shap-
ers in the debate about EU integration, a role which is particularly evident in 
the outcome of the June 2003 referendum. Specifically, we have shown a high 
degree of correlation between party affiliation or preference and the referendum 
outcome: The great majority (82–92 per cent) of supporters of the pro-Europe 
parties – the ČSSD, ODS and KDU-ČSL and US-DEU – voted for EU mem-
bership in the referendum. Likewise, the majority (63 per cent) of supporters 
of the lone anti-EU parliamentary party, the Communists, voted against EU 
membership. These findings indicate the important role of political parties as 
actors in the Europeanization process. They also suggest that a consolidated 
party system has emerged in the Czech Republic, with decreasing volatility 
and strengthening linkages between political parties and their supporters.

Finally, this article has argued that strong cross-party support for 
membership was a key reason for the positive referendum outcome in the 
Czech Republic. Other factors, both internal and external, may also have played 
a role in this result. While the article took into consideration such internal 
factors as unemployment, average income levels, educational background, 
centre–periphery relations and the Sudeten factor, external influences such 
as the old Europe/new Europe split over the Iraq war and trans-national party 
links at the European level were not examined, as these played only a minor 
role in the referendum campaign.

The Europeanization of Czech politics, already evident in the pre-accession 
period, is a trend which should continue in the future, as a consequence of 
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membership and as the benefits and drawbacks of EU integration become more 
apparent to larger segments of the Czech population. This Europeanization 
process will continue to have an impact on the political parties and party 
competition, while the parties will also be important actors mediating and 
shaping this process. This analysis of Czech political parties in the pre-accession 
period may help us understand how they will play this role and respond to the 
pressures of Europeanization in the future.
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