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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

The 2014-2016 refugee and migrant crisis led to a hardening of stances and consolida- Securitisation of migration;
tion of resistance to migration in the Visegrad Group (V4) countries. Portraying migration aid securitisation; refugee
as an existential threat to states’ and societies’ security, they took a relentless stance: no and migrant crisis; V4 donors;
migrants from the Middle East and Africa on their territory. At the same time, the V4 ODA; the root cause strategy
countries did not oppose the need for crisis resolution. They supported tackling the root

causes of migration, primarily by providing on-the-spot assistance and increasing Offi-

cial Development Assistance (ODA) transfers. This paper examines the implementation

of the ‘root cause’ strategy by V4 donors in the leading countries of origin of asylum-

seekers from 2014 to 2016 and in selected transit countries. The analysis tracks how

narratives concerning migration have translated into ODA provision (its volume, struc-

ture, and delivery channels) and into the use of aid as an instrument serving donors’

interests. The research shows that the V4 response to the crisis was instrumental, limited

and selective; despite numerous declarations, the strategy was only partially imple-

mented. Donors were more devoted to externalising migration control and enhancing

cooperation with non-EU states than supporting the socio-economic development of

countries generating migration pressure.

Introduction

While over 3 million people fleeing war, terrorism, persecution, and poverty crossed the external borders of
the European Union (EU) and applied for asylum within its territory between 2014 and 2016, intense discus-
sions took place in the EU Member States regarding how to effectively address the refugee and migrant cri-
sis. These discussions also continued in the Visegrad Group (V4) countries (the Czech Republic, Hungary,
Poland and Slovakia). Although, except for Hungary, they remained almost unaffected by the crisis, their
political leaders took a relentless stance: no migrants from the Middle East and Africa on their territory. It was
justified primarily by their sovereign decision-making, the high ethnic homogeneity of their societies and
the cultural differences between them and asylum-seekers. Above all, however, security concerns were
raised. The observed movement of people was even presented as a barbarian invasion that would deprive
these countries of their internal stability, prosperity, and national identity (Bauerovd, 2018; Csanyi &
Kuchar¢ik, 2023; Glied & Zamecki, 2021; Ismayilzada, 2024; Kabata & Jacobs, 2023; Laurent & Thevenin, 2024;
Pachocka, 2016). The securitisation discourse, which created and strengthened public perceptions of the
migration issue, dominated, because it served current political interests well: electoral campaigns based on
fear of others guaranteed further success in parliamentary and presidential elections (Nyzio, 2017; Ratajczak &
Ryniejska-Kietdanowicz, 2024).

At the same time, V4 states did not deny the need to respond to the migration problem. The increasingly
popular ‘root cause’ strategy - tackling the root causes of migration — enabled these countries to demon-
strate (flexible) solidarity. Promoting this strategy had at least a threefold purpose. First, engagement abroad
and assistance provided locally in asylum-seekers’ countries of origin and in crucial transit states were aimed
at distancing existing and expected migration-related threats from the V4 borders. Second, it was intended
to reinforce negative public attitudes towards ‘others’ while simultaneously catalysing potential expressions
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of compassion and, ultimately, strengthening support for ‘concerned’ political elites. Third, it was expected to
reflect the V4 countries’ responsibility and willingness to cooperate in facing common challenges and to
improve their international image (Vaagland & Zaun, 2025). Development and humanitarian aid, serving in
this respect donors’ security interests, became an important tool of this strategy.

This paper examines the implementation of the ‘root cause’ strategy by V4 donors in the leading countries
of origin of asylum-seekers from 2014 to 2016 and in selected transit countries. The study delves into the fol-
lowing questions: What underlies the V4 states’ support for the ‘root cause’ strategy? How have narratives
concerning migration translated into donors’ provision of Official Development Assistance (ODA)? Has the
refugee and migrant crisis resulted in the securitisation of V4 donors’ aid, i.e. subordinating it to donors’ secu-
rity interests? What induced the disparity between political declarations and actual response to the crisis?

The concept of delivering aid in line with donor interests is well recognised in the international develop-
ment aid and cooperation literature (for example, Alesina & Dollar, 2000; Dreher et al., 2024; Fuchs et al,,
2014). One of the overarching drivers is security. Explicitly introducing security concerns as a premise for
ODA provision allows for the study of aid securitisation. This approach, presented by Stephen Brown and
Jorn Gravingholt (2016), focuses on the impact of security issues on the ‘rationales, priorities, policies, and
practices’ of foreign aid (p. 3). Aid, presented as an instrument for countering threats and subordinated to
security interests, can therefore be a tool for securitising other phenomena (for instance, migration). Manifes-
tations of this should be sought particularly in the justifications for aid transfers, their volume, structure, and
the institutions involved in providing ODA (Olivié & Pérez, 2021). Research on aid securitisation focuses pri-
marily on the ‘traditional’ and most generous donors (for instance, Brown & Gréavingholt, 2016; Ito, 2025;
Lazell & Petrikova, 2020; Olivié & Pérez, 2021). This paper sheds light on relatively new ODA providers with
limited budgets. Their assistance is already considered strongly donor-driven (Szent-lvanyi, 2012a). However,
security concerns as a rationale for their support have not been widely studied.

The article is organised as follows. First, the ‘root cause’ strategy, as one of the pillars of the EU’s response
to the refugee and migrant crisis, is discussed. Next, the incorporation of combating migration priority into
V4 donors’ aid policies is traced. Then, the imperative to address the root causes of migration influencing the
ODA provided to recipients is analysed in terms of its volume, structure, and delivery channels, using
selected examples of asylum-seekers’ countries of origin and key transit countries. Finally, convergences and
divergences in the practical implementation of the ‘root cause’ strategy by the four donors are identified,
along with limitations to its implementation and factors explaining the gap between declarations and
undertaken actions.

Framing the ‘root cause’ strategy

In the wake of the ongoing war in Syria, the expansion of the so-called Islamic State, the destabilisation and
poverty following armed conflicts, over 3 million people crossed the borders of the EU Member States,
between 2014 and 2016, mainly from the Middle East, South Asia, the Western Balkans, and Africa. Nearly
half of these people set off from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq (Eurostat, 2025a). Refugees and migrants pri-
marily used maritime transit routes to reach Italy and Greece, and then sought asylum in the countries they
chose (Buonanno, 2017; Crawley et al., 2023). The EU — unprepared to manage such a severe and dynamic
crisis — responded ad hoc, including by providing humanitarian aid (Collet & Le Coz, 2018; Raineri & Strazzari,
2021), proposing a quota-based mechanism for relocating applicants between Member States (Council Deci-
sion, 2015), and concluding an agreement with Tirkiye to limit the scale of migration. This agreement
quickly became crucial in countering the crisis and limiting the inflow of asylum-seekers into Europe. The
joint action plan encompassed two pillars. The first was a multi-billion-euro financial aid package for Turkiye
(the EU Facility for Refugees in Turkiye), spent on meeting the needs of refugees and migrants and on pro-
viding broader economic and social support. The second, even more urgent, was a migrant exchange mech-
anism: irregular migrants who entered Greece from Tiirkiye were returned, while Syrians legally residing in
Turkiye were resettled in the EU (European Council, 2016). Beneath the humanitarian surface, the
instrument’s crucial purpose was hidden: to externalise migration control, i.e. to stop the crisis at the external
borders and distance threats by transferring responsibility for the tightness of borders to third countries
(Nicolosi, 2024; Panebianco, 2022), thus enhancing the remote border controls introduced with the expan-
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sion of the Schengen area (Guild & Bigo, 2010; Kasparek, 2010; Pallister-Wilkins, 2022; Walters, 2017) and dis-
tance the threats (Huysmans, 2006).

The EU crisis discourse drew on the securitisation of migration, driven by both the logic of exception and
the logic of routine, mutually reinforcing one another (Bourbeau, 2014). The former was mirrored in applying
the security language to form the emergency praxis, as explained by Jef Huysmans and Vicki Squire (2010).
The latter, following Didier Bigo (2002), placed unease at the centre of governmentality. Starting with the
application of exclusionary distinctions to ‘asylum-seekers’, ‘illegal’, and ‘irregular’ immigrants, it reflected the
undesirable otherness of the newcomers (Bigo, 2005; Crawley & Skleparis, 2018; Huysmans, 2006; Sitholé et
al., 2022) and rationalised the need to defend the EU's territory. In, as Ayse Ceyhan and Anastassia Tsoukala
(2002) called it, a ‘discourse of fear and proliferation of dangers with reference to the scenarios of chaos, dis-
order, and clash of civilisations’ (p. 22), irregular migration is presented as dangerous for host states and soci-
eties: it threatens the breakdown of prevailing orders, loss of prosperity, redefinition of professed values, and
erosion of identity (Huysmans, 2000a; Lohrmann, 2000; Paterson & Karyotis, 2022; Tsoukala, 2005). Philippe
Bourbeau (2011) pointed out that migration, declared and perceived as an existential threat, poses a funda-
mental security risk, leading to significant transformations in political practice. According to Martin Geiger
and Antoine Pécoud (2014) and William Walters (2010), in the case of the EU, those shifts constitute a com-
plex of ‘migration management’. The response to such a top-down defined threat encompasses a broad
spectrum of so-called emergency measures, from tightening public policies, developing security agendas
(Léonard & Kaunert, 2022), surveillance and control, constructing physical border barriers (Amnesty Interna-
tional, 2015; Bigo, 2014; Faist, 2004; Korte, 2023; Rudolph, 2003), and pursuing ostensibly humanitarian
assisted voluntary return and reintegration programmes (Robinsons, 2022), to criminalisation of solidarity
with the people on the move (Tazzioli & Walters, 2019), illegal pushbacks, instrumentalising migration, and
using it as a tool in hybrid conflicts (Gkliati, 2023; Sie Dhian Ho & Wijnkoop, 2022). In turn, while considering
security as a technique of government, as argued by Didier Bigo (2002) and Jef Huysmans (2000b), securi-
tising migration is ‘a peculiar process of constituting a political community of the established that seeks to
secure unity and identity by instituting existential insecurity’ (Huysmans, 2006, p. 47). Jef Huysmans (2006)
indicated that, by constructing ‘political trust, loyalty and identity’ (p. 47), the securitisation discourse works
to the advantage of the ruling elites. It consolidates their power and equips them with an almighty argu-
ment for defending sovereignty, as demonstrated by Johannes von Rosen (2019).

Under such conditions, humanitarian considerations towards people on the move became significantly
less important than technocratic crisis management aimed at limiting its impact on the EU’s territory. How-
ever, the enhanced exposure of the security-migration nexus has also permeated aid discourse. At the
expense of devaluing the belief in the potentially positive impact of migration on development, both in host
and developing countries (Faist & Fauser, 2011; Nyberg-Sarensen, 2002), donors’ aid policies have begun to
focus on stemming migration flows. Supporting the socio-economic development of migrants’ countries of
origin in addressing the root causes of migration has become a new strategic goal of aid. The ‘root cause’
strategy declaratively intends to improve the living conditions of citizens in these countries (e.g. by reducing
poverty, creating jobs, strengthening education and healthcare services, and stabilising states), thereby
eliminating the push factors for moving (Beas et al., 2021; Crawley & Blitz, 2019; Vargas-Silva et al., 2023).
Complementary actions include combating human smuggling and enhancing border management. Carlos
Vargas-Silva et al. (2023) noted that, although this strategy may be questioned because of combining wishful
thinking, ineffective/counterproductive effects and unethicality, its priority influenced the volume and direc-
tion of aid. It led to a rise in ODA transferred to the asylum-seekers’ main countries of origin and transit and
to ‘a politically-informed focus on increasing cooperation with countries through longer-term ODA that are
strategically relevant from a migration perspective’, as reported by Anna Knoll and Andrew Sheriff (2017, p.
69). Nevertheless, it is arduous to determine the effectiveness of this strategy. Its potential success depends
on coherent, long-term interventions across diversified policy areas, primarily development cooperation,
humanitarian aid, peace and reconciliation, and border management (Carling & Talleraas, 2016; Clemens &
Postel, 2018; Fuchs et al., 2023a). Notably, data provided by Andreas Fuchs et al. (2023b) and Miranda Simon
et al. (2024) suggest that foreign aid limits irreqular migration in the short term, while promoting regular
movements in the long term.

Remotely preserving the frontiers and implementing the ‘root cause’ strategy, combined and recognised
as the core of EU migration management, can be called, following Phillipe M. Frowd (2018), developmental
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borderwork, integrating the security, development, and humanitarian approaches to mass population move-
ments. Nevertheless, as argued by Heaven Crawley (2016), the prevailing aim of both pillars of the EU
response was preventing arrivals to Europe, leading to the conclusion that the ‘root cause’ strategy comple-
ments and extends the notion of securitising migration and externalising its counteraction.

Support for the ‘root cause’ strategy in V4 states

The V4 states’ approach to the 2014-2016 refugee and migrant crisis and their responses are frequently
raised in academic discourse (for example, Bauerova, 2018; Csanyi & Kucharcik, 2023; Glied & Zamecki, 2021;
Ismayilzada, 2024; Kaniok & Hlousek, 2025; Nyzio, 2017; Pachocka, 2016; Ratajczak & Ryniejska-Kietdanowicz,
2024). The phenomenon of securitising migration in these countries as well (for instance, Gigitashvili & Sidto,
2019; Gruszczak, 2021; Gruszczynski & Friedery, 2022; Kabata & Jacobs, 2023). The V4 states’ stance was an
exemplary model of securitisation: migration was presented as an existential threat requiring extraordinary
countermeasures (Buzan & Hansen, 2009). As it was primarily a discursive process driven by political elites, its
goal was to broadly embed a specific perception of the crisis and gain public approval, since securitisation
occurs only when a given narrative is accepted by society, ultimately legitimising the government'’s extraor-
dinary solutions (Buzan et al., 1998).

Before the crisis, these states considered illegal migration as a side effect of other severe problems, a
potential threat to stability and security, possibly outweighing the benefits of legal migration (MOD, 2005;
Vlada Ceské republiky, 2011). The limited threat perception stemmed primarily from the fact that all four
states perceived themselves solely as transit countries, consequently emphasising the need to strengthen
border protection (BBN, 2007; Government of the Republic of Hungary, 2004). The crisis, which began in
Europe in 2014, transformed perceptions of migration in the V4 states. What changed was that the potential
threat of mass, irregular population movements became real, and the prospect of treating the region’s coun-
tries as destinations became more realistic. The accelerating crisis did not distress individual EU Member
States equally. The V4 countries were barely affected directly, except for Hungary, located on the Balkan tran-
sit route. Hungary also received the highest number of asylum applications, after Germany, Sweden, and
Italy (Eurostat, 2025a). Nevertheless, a securitising discourse portraying migration as an unprecedented haz-
ard was launched across all V4 states (Gigitashvili & Sidto, 2019).

In their narrative, founded on the logic of exception, mass migration posed an existential threat, particu-
larly to the security of states and citizens, internal stability, borders, prosperity, public health, national iden-
tity and culture, religion, and sovereignty. Decision-makers effectively blurred the distinction between
economic migrants and refugees (Huysmans & Squire, 2010); societies received the message that it was not
refugees fleeing armed conflicts who were attempting to cross European borders, but ‘ordinary’ economic
migrants (Gruszczak, 2021), especially young men. Milo$ Zeman was ‘profoundly convinced that we are fac-
ing an organised invasion and not a spontaneous movement of refugees’ (Czech president, 2015). A further
narrative was built around this issue, particularly related to the growing terrorist threat (Simmons, 2016;
Slovakia’s Fico, 2016) and criminal activity, including rapes and thefts (Ziobro, 2015), and the need to provide
potential migrants with social support, which could generate social tensions (Kaczynski, 2017). Above all, the
differentiation between homogeneous societies and ‘others’, newcomers who grew up in different cultures,
profess different values, and are of different faiths, was emphasised (Bfaszczak, 2017; Tharoor, 2016; Wintour,
2018). The use of powerful metaphors, combined with inexpedient characteristics of asylum-seekers, pre-
vailed (Crawley & Skleparis, 2018; Huysmans, 2006). The influx of migrants from the Middle East and Africa
was compared to a barbarian invasion that would destroy the Catholic national identity of the four countries.
Viktor Orban described asylum-seekers as a ‘Muslim invasion force’ and added that ‘large numbers of Mus-
lims necessarily lead to parallel societies, as Christian and Muslim societies will never dovetail with each
other. Multiculturalism is simply an illusion’ (Government of the Republic of Hungary, 2018). This narrative
was reinforced by the fact that the origin profile of newly arrived contrasted with the structure of previous
legal immigration to the V4 states. Between 2004 and 2013, it was dominated by European citizens from
neighbouring EU Member States and Eastern European countries (Eurostat, 2025b), who belonged to a simi-
lar cultural circle.
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Such an approach found fertile ground. A significant part of the four countries’ societies shared the anti-
refugee, anti-immigration, and anti-Islamic stances of their political leaders (CBOS, 2015; CVVM, 2019; IPSOS,
2017). Hungarians, most affected by the crisis, adopted the most radical position (Esipova & Ray, 2017). The
narrative rife with fear and emotions guaranteed success in subsequent parliamentary and presidential elec-
tions (Bauerova, 2018; Ratajczak & Ryniejska-Kietdanowicz, 2024; Végh, 2018), strengthening the power of
Viktor Orban and Fidesz (Hungary), President Milo§ Zeman and Prime Ministers Bohuslav Sobotka and Andrej
Babis (the Czech Republic), SMER and Prime Minister Robert Fico (Slovakia), and Jarostaw Kaczynski leading
the United Right (Poland). The enhanced legitimisation of V4 authorities enabled the development of the
logic of routine. Governing the unease validated various extraordinary decisions, such as not implementing
the EU’s relocation quota mechanism and thus violating the EU principle of solidarity (CJEU, 2020), or build-
ing barriers on borders, shifting the symbolic line between West and East to a physical form (Glied & Pap,
2016), as crucial examples. The shared resistance to migration provided new impetus for cooperation within
the Visegrad Group (Glied & Zamecki, 2021; Kaniok & Hlousek, 2025).

The Visegrad Four pressed for greater border security, making it clear that this is where the real solution
lies. Concurrently, to protect their countries, the V4 members’ political leaders did not deny the need to sup-
port countries that were generating migratory pressure. Raising security concerns to distance the threat
(Huysmans, 2006), they reinforced the narrative of tackling the root causes of migration. As Miroslav Laj¢ak,
the Slovak Minister of Foreign and European Affairs, emphasised: ‘Il am deeply convinced that dealing with
the roots of migration is much more effective than dealing with its consequences’ (MFAE, 2019, p. 3). In turn,
the Hungarian government warned: ‘If the root causes are not addressed effectively, all efforts against
uncontrolled illegal mass migration will ultimately prove futile, which could be fateful for the future of Euro-
pean civilisation in the long run’ (Government of the Republic of Hungary, 2020). Decision-makers indicated
international stabilisation efforts, countering terrorism, combating human smuggling, redressing socio-
economic disparities, and mitigating the adverse effects of climate change as essential elements of the
response to this threat (Government of the Republic of Hungary, 2020). Development and humanitarian aid,
provided multilaterally and bilaterally to the countries of origin of migrants, was also intended to limit migra-
tion pressure, e.g. ‘through eliminating poverty, the creation of job opportunities, and enhancing food safety’
(MFAE, 2019, p. 5).

Foreign aid was previously considered a tool of the V4 countries’ security policies, supporting complex
efforts to combat threats. The unfolding crisis reinforced its image as ‘an efficient tool contributing to
regional and global security and stability’ (MZV, 2015, p. 17) and ‘an important and established part of efforts
to reduce the security risks that originate from failed and vulnerable countries’ (MO, 2023, p. 22), acting
complementarily to other countermeasures (MZV, 2021). Furthermore, gaining significance: ‘coherent
management of humanitarian aid from collection to shipping and assuring that it reaches its destination in
crisis zones is also becoming increasingly important’ (Government of the Republic of Hungary, 2020). In
response to the crisis, increased and better-targeted aid was intended to limit the root causes of migration,
providing a remedy to the problem Europe was facing and, in the opinion of decision-makers, ultimately
halting mass population movements. At the same time, it was supposed to compensate for the lack of soli-
darity towards asylum-seekers who had already reached Europe and other European countries more severely
affected by the crisis.

Development and humanitarian aid were prominently featured in these countries’ public debates for the
first time. The narrative of the need for ‘on-the-spot assistance’ was pursued at various levels, both nationally
and internationally. Addressing the threats posed by uncontrolled, illegal migration by combating its root
causes, particularly through aid transfers, gained significant public support (European Commission, 2019). In
a joint statement (2015), the V4 states’ leaders emphasised that they have ‘continuously pointed out that an
effective management of the root causes of migration flows is a key element’. Thus, they declared an increase
in bilateral aid, especially for countries of origin and transit for migrants, including assistance to particularly
vulnerable groups and support for countries with large refugee populations. Furthermore, primarily within
the EU, donors promoted the so-called ‘“flexible solidarity’, which ‘should enable Member States to decide on
specific forms of contributions taking into account their experience and potential’ (Joint Statement, 2016).
On the one hand, this term, promoted by right-wing governments, emphasised their sovereignty within the
EU. It provided a foundation for resistance to the proposed quota-based mechanism and influenced the
audiences of the four countries. On the other hand, it highlighted authorities’ commitment to solving the
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problem (Vaagland & Zaun, 2025) or at least to extinguish it. Therefore, it is essential to examine how Viseg-
rad Group members have implemented the ‘root cause’ strategy.

V4 ‘root cause’ strategy in practice

The analysis of the implementation of the ‘root cause’ strategy was based primarily on the data collected by
the OECD DAC and presented in the Creditor Reporting System. This data served to verify the volume of
bilateral aid provided, its structure, and the channels through which it flowed. Data on aid volume from 2004
to 2023 (10 years before and 10 years after the crisis began), along with detailed data from 2014 to 2023,
were used to examine the aid delivery practices. An in-depth analysis focused on selected ODA recipients,
including the non-European countries of origin of the most significant number of asylum-seekers between
2014 and 2016 (Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Eritrea, and Nigeria) and crucial transit countries (Tirkiye,
Lebanon, and Jordan). To determine the position of these countries in donor aid policies, their development
cooperation strategies and plans were also analysed.

Aid volume

First, it was examined whether the ‘on-the-spot assistance’ declarations directly translated into an increase in
ODA to the asylum-seekers’ main countries of origin and crucial transit countries. Analysing allocations
between 2012 and 2018, boosts were visible in Syria, Lebanon, Jordan (with a delay in Polish and Slovak aid),
Turkiye (excluding Slovak assistance), and Irag. Hungarian support to Pakistan increased, as well as ODA from
Hungary and Poland to Nigeria. In the remaining cases, aid levels remained similar to those before the crisis;
the only exception is Afghanistan, where ODA has declined significantly since 2014 (see Figure 1).

The stability of this response was then verified. Aid transfers from four donors to selected countries were
compared in the pre-crisis period (2004-2013) and during the crisis’s peak and subsequent years (2014-
2023), assuming that the complex causes of intensified population movements require long-term actions by
the international community. The data indicate that V4 donors focused primarily on the Syrian issue. Period
to period, ODA increased significantly in Syria (the crucial country of origin of asylum-seekers), Lebanon and
Jordan (the countries hosting large groups of Syrian refugees), and Tiirkiye (hosting the largest group of Syr-
ian refugees and, above all, involved in the EU’s efforts to curb migration). Aid expenditures in the remaining
countries varied. Hungarian aid to Pakistan and Nigeria increased, as did the Polish ODA to Iraq, Pakistan,
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and Nigeria, and the Slovak ODA to Iraqg. At the same time, all donors’ interest in Afghanistan declined
substantially. Some recipients, however, received only a symbolic aid, such as Eritrea (all donors) and Pak-
istan and Nigeria in the case of Slovakia (see Figure 2).

Despite the indicated rises in aid volume, in most cases it remained low (see Table 1). From 2014 to 2023,
the Czech Republic provided aid to the nine indicated countries totalling only USD 157.05 million (down
from USD 276.73 million in 2004-2013). In three cases, aid grew nominally, in two cases significantly: Hun-
garian ODA from USD 144.01 million to USD 360.81 million, and Polish ODA from USD 61.26 million to USD
285.44 million. A minor increase was recorded in the case of Slovakia (from USD 21.93 million to USD 25.94
million). However, these values are marginal in the light of the volume of total aid provided by the interna-
tional community; during the indicated period, only one recipient, Syria, received USD 24.84 billion ODA
from all OECD DAC member states (OECD, 2025).

Aid structure

The structure of transferred ODA was analysed considering asylum-seekers’ countries of origin and transit,
for which this aid increased significantly since 2014. Therefore, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, and Tirkiye were

Table 1. V4 donors’ ODA to asylum-seekers’ countries of origin and transit, 2004-2023.

Country The Czech Republic Hungary Poland Slovakia
Period 2004-2013 2014-2023 2004-2013 2014-2023 2004-2013 2014-2023 2004-2013 2014-2023
usb per USD per USD per USD per USD per USD per USD per USD per
Unit min cent min  cent min cent min cent min cent min  cent min cent min cent
Total bi- 1100.71 100 2199.64 100 44426 100 168593 100 1292.88 100 6564.14 100 28450 100 346.21 100
ODA
Syria 6.60 060 2504 114 037 0.08 7055 4.8 5.84 045 4120 063 043 015 438 1.26
Lebanon 338 031 1102 050 0.0 0.02 2753 163 110 009 2789 042 003 001 489 141
Jordan 2.85 026 3048 139 033 007 7991 474 0.74 006 1138 0.17 011 0.04 045 0.3
Turkiye 846 077 2583 117 218 049 9038 536 1.07 0.08 149.72 228 058 020 758 219
Afghanistan  172.86 1570 3448 1.57 4343 9.78 1.15 0.07 4563 353 771 012 1774 624 460 133
Iraq 6485 589 2679 122 9625 2167 3694 219 332 026 2253 034 235 082 397 115
Pakistan 12.54 1.14 0.44 0.02 0.5 0.03 30.88 1.83 2.03 0.16 7.31 0.11 070 0.24 0.00 0.00
Eritrea 022  0.02 0.00 000 000 000 09 006 005 000 013 000 0.00 000 000 0.00
Nigeria 4.98 0.45 297 013 120 0.27 22.51 1.34 1.47 0.11 1757 027 000 0.00 0.10 0.03

Source: Author, based on OECD (2025).
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considered. The structure of ODA delivered between 2014 and 2023 varied between individual recipients
and the four donors (see Figure 3). However, certain similarities are evident.

Two paths of ODA allocations were clearly visible: based on development aid and on humanitarian sup-
port. First, covering mainly interventions in the social infrastructure and services sector, Hungarian and
Slovak assistance dominated (except for Slovak ODA to Tirkiye). Hungary focused almost exclusively on
educational aid, while Slovakia carried out a broader range of activities in education, health, water supply,
and sanitation. At the same time, the Czech Republic and Poland were also active in the social sector, with
the first donor engaging in various areas (apart from those already mentioned, e.g. government and civil
society), and the second centred on education. However, it was not the core of their support; only in the case
of Czech ODA to Jordan did social sector activities slightly outweigh humanitarian ones.

While Hungarian and Slovak humanitarian aid was rather minor, including material assistance, reconstruc-
tion activities and additional voluntary contributions to specialised international funds (e.g. within UNICEF,
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UNHCR or IOM), it remained the core of the Czech and Polish support. In Syria, aside from material relief and
food assistance, the Czech Republic contributed significantly to immediate post-emergency reconstruction
and rehabilitation,' while Poland became more involved in relief coordination and support services. Humani-
tarian actions for other recipients were congruent and contributed to both emergency response and recon-
struction efforts.

Ostensibly, the most significant differences - comparing donors’ allocations and the structure of aid to
other recipients — concerned Tirkiye. In fact, this example illustrates only the discrepancies in ODA classifica-
tion as donors reported contributions to the EU FRIT in three different ways: as social sector intervention (the
Czech Republic in 2018 and 2019), as humanitarian aid (Poland, the Czech Republic from 2020 to 2023) and
as unspecified expenditures (Hungary, Slovakia).

Aid channels

Further disparities in donor responses to the crisis are revealed by examining the channels used to deliver
aid (see Figure 4). Although three pathways in particular were adopted - direct distribution of aid through
public sector entities, intermediation by NGOs and CSOs, and multilateral funds - differences exist in
employing these channels by individual donors and in their subsequent recipients.

The most remarkable diversity is visible in the Czech aid. Among the V4 states, only the Czech Republic
attempted to build public-private partnerships within its development cooperation and to involve the pri-
vate sector (except for supporting Tirkiye). A high share of public sector entities in aid transfers, allowing for
complete government control over conducted interventions, dominated Hungarian ODA. Government min-
istries also managed a significant share of Polish and Slovak aid (excluding assistance to Turkiye).

On the other hand, ODA distribution through NGOs and CSOs characterised Slovakia’s aid to four recipi-
ents; they were also significantly involved in Polish and Czech aid, and less so in Hungarian ODA. Public
financial resources were made available primarily to donor country-based NGOs (almost exclusively in
Poland) and, to a lesser extent, to developing country-based NGOs and INGOs. Noteworthy is Poland’s signifi-
cant transfer of funds through multilateral channels. It is also evident in the cases of Slovakia and the Czech
Republic. Donors contributed to agencies and funds operating within the UN system. However, most funds
transferred through multilateral channels were allocated to the EU Facility for Refugees in Tirkiye.

Tackling the root causes of migration ...

The central assumption of this paper is that the securitisation of migration in the V4 states led to the incorpo-
ration of the priority of tackling the root causes of migration into their aid policies, thereby reshaping the
practice of providing ODA. Empirical data confirm that reducing migration pressure has become one of the
priorities of assistance provided by those donors.

The ODA volume to the asylum-seekers’ main countries of origin and transit, except the Czech aid, has
increased. Two caveats, however, are necessary to mention. First, the aid budgets of the four donors have
generally risen since 2014. Between 2014 and 2023, Slovakia spent 20 per cent more on bilateral aid than in
2004-2013, the Czech Republic nearly twice as much, Hungary almost four times as much, and Poland’s
ODA increased more than fivefold (OECD, 2025). Recorded boosts in aid for individual recipients often
exceeded this trend. Examples include the quadrupling of Czech ODA to Syria since 2014 and the sevenfold
increase in Polish aid to Irag. Second, in some cases, the disproportionate growth in aid since 2014 resulted
from a lack of action or marginal interventions in the previous period. Hungarian aid to Lebanon was 270
times higher because it had been practically non-existent before, and Slovakia’s aid increased 160 times for
the same reason.

Notably, the aid provided was more an instrumental gesture, masking hostility towards migrants and
accusations of a lack of solidarity within the EU, than a full commitment to effectively eliminating the root
causes of migration. Despite the direct increase in ODA volume and the often significant growth in funding
for these recipients in subsequent years, donor aid engagement remained limited and selective. V4's assis-
tance to these countries was not only nominally low but also accounted for a marginal share of the overall
bilateral ODA they disbursed. Between 2014 and 2023, it amounted to 7.49 per cent of Slovak bilateral ODA,
7.14 per cent of Czech, and 4.35 per cent of Polish. Apparently, combating migration did not dominate over-
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all aid. This indicator confirms that managing migration through aid transfers has not become a top priority
for decision-makers, suggesting that the migration-related risks have been exaggerated in public debate and
did not warrant a decisive response. Hungary, however, as the country most affected by the crisis, is an
exception; since 2014, it has dedicated over a fifth of its aid (21.40 per cent) to these countries, thus main-
taining and strengthening its previously presented position. To emphasise the need to prevent the cultural
and identity threat posed by migrants, Hungary also introduced the priority to protect persecuted Christians
worldwide. So did Poland, subordinating a part of its development and humanitarian engagement in the
Middle East to it. This combination, instrumentalised in the domestic forum, served well also their relations
with the US administration of President Donald Trump (Paragi & Szent-lvanyi, 2024; Szynol, 2025).

Furthermore, a visible boost in ODA was recorded only for a subset of recipients. Ostensibly, it suggests a
narrowing of the refugee and migrant problem to the Syrian issue, with little or no attention paid to other
directions generating population movements. In fact, it reflects the complexity of the premises and interests
determining the aid allocation paths.

Although during the crisis, Afghans constituted the second-largest group of asylum-seekers, the decrease
in Czech aid volume stemmed from a significant reduction in the country’s commitment to Afghanistan
(ODA fell from USD 172.86 million to USD 34.38 million). It resulted from the termination of the International
Security Assistance Force mission and the end of the Czech Provincial Reconstruction Team’s operation in the
country, which also carried out aid projects. The completion of the Hungarian and Polish PRTs had a similar
effect (Horky-Hluchan & Szent-lvanyi, 2015; Sabawoon, 2020). A direct aftermath of these countries joining
the US-led war on terrorism in 2001, which began with the retaliatory intervention in Afghanistan, was the
subordination of ODA to the security and strategic interests of donors. Aid was used to complement other
counter-terrorism measures and, above all, to strengthen the alliance with the US. It positioned Afghanistan
as a priority recipient of aid (Szent-lvanyi, 2012a), referred to as a ‘special security-development priority’
(MFA, 2010, p. 14). Four donors participated in another mission in Afghanistan (Resolute Support, which ran
until 2021), but deployed significantly smaller forces and, as a result, made lower aid commitments. At the
same time, considering aid provided to the asylum-seekers’ main countries of origin and transit between
2014 and 2023, Afghanistan remained the largest recipient of Czech ODA. In the case of Slovakia, transfers to
Afghanistan were higher than those to Syria.?

On the contrary, since 2014, Czech aid to Iraq (the country of origin of the third-largest number of asylum-
seekers) has been growing, as has Hungarian ODA. In both cases, however, its volume in the second period
was lower than in the first, when the countries were engaged in the US-led Coalition of the Willing. ODA then
followed the deployment of armed forces, making Iraq a priority recipient of Czech and Hungarian aid
(Majerova, 2012; Szent-lvanyi, 2012b). Although Poland had been a core coalition member since 2003 and
subsequently managed one of the ‘stabilisation zones', it spent little on humanitarian and development assis-
tance for Irag, which was declared a priority recipient until 2008. A significant increase in aid volume
occurred only in 2016, in response to the brutal activities of the so-called Islamic State, including its expan-
sion in Syria and Iraq, the refugee flow of Syrians to Irag, and the persecution of religious minorities in Iraqi
Kurdistan (Zalas-Kaminska, 2022). At the same time, the Slovak ODA also increased (J6zwiak, 2020).

The analysis of the aid structure raises further doubts about the actual implementation of the ‘root cause’
strategy. It suggests that only two donors (Hungary and Slovakia) were devoted to tackling the root causes
of migration. By operating primarily in the social infrastructure and services sector, they sought to improve
living conditions in countries generating migration pressure, intending to reduce the impact of push factors.
In Poland and the Czech Republic, the apparent predominance of humanitarian aid indicated a priority for
managing the crisis’s effects; the material and food support provided was primarily aimed at improving
refugees’ living conditions. These donors were significantly less engaged in addressing the root causes of
migration by providing socio-economic support.

Notably, education was the core of Hungarian and (lower) Polish support in the social infrastructure and
services sector, and it also accounted for a significant share of aid from Slovakia and the Czech Republic
(except for ODA transferred to Iraq and Tirkiye). In fact, the vast majority of aid spent in this area was allo-
cated to scholarship programmes offered to citizens of asylum-seekers’ countries of origin and transit. The
assumption is that scholarship recipients educated at universities in donor countries return to their home-
lands and become new leaders in political, economic, and social development. In practice, the effectiveness
of this tool is unknown; despite the reported benefits, it may also foster brain drain. Moreover, the allocated
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funds, classified as ODA, are spent within the donor’s territory, effectively circulating and supporting its
economy (Mawer, 2017; Novotny et al., 2021). It also raises doubts about the actual pro-developmental
impact of transferred ODA. Furthermore, given Hungary's strong commitment to defending persecuted
Christians, a foreign policy priority that arose from the dichotomous division between ‘us’ and ‘them’, xeno-
phobia, and Islamophobia fuelled by the 2014-2016 crisis, the Scholarship Programme for Christian Young
People (directed exclusively at confessors of one religion) became a significant element of Hungarian educa-
tional support (Paragi, 2023), violating the principles of neutrality and non-discrimination in delivering aid.

The analysis of aid delivery channels provides ambiguous arguments. The diversity of channels used in
Czech ODA suggests the donor’s flexibility and a primary interest in the effectiveness of the assistance. The
involvement of the private sector is coherent with perceiving job creation as a tool for tackling the root
causes of migration (MFA, 2017). Engaging NGOs and CSOs (e.g. in Slovakia and Poland) is often considered
more effective, as these entities demonstrate greater compliance, operate more quickly than public adminis-
tration, and typically possess a deeper understanding of recipients’ actual needs and extensive local
cooperation networks (Pratt et al., 2006). This form is also convenient for donors, as it often relies on fund
redistribution and partially shifts the responsibility for the interventions’ effectiveness.

On the other hand, the transfer of bilateral ODA through multilateral channels was predominantly benefi-
cial for V4 decision-makers. With minimal effort, their ODA significantly increased. It allowed them to reaffirm
their deep commitment to addressing transnational problems and demonstrate solidarity with countries
affected by the crisis in various ways, negating the accusations levelled by the EU. It also provided an oppor-
tunity to continue exploiting the narrative of the need for on-site help, thus delaying the prospect of
increased migration to these countries and strengthening the political capital of parties that effectively
utilised anti-immigration, anti-refugee, and anti-Islamic rhetoric in the public sphere.

... or externalising migration control?

Notably, Tiirkiye, simultaneously a recipient and an emerging ODA donor, received symbolic assistance from
V4 donors before 2014 and thereafter became a crucial recipient of their aid. It was the largest beneficiary of
Polish, Hungarian, and Slovak ODA among those analysed. On the one hand, allocations for Turkiye were
larger than for Lebanon or Jordan, as the most Syrians found refuge there (UNHCR, 2025). On the other hand,
the rationale for providing aid to this recipient was not limited to the refugee and migrant crisis that began
in 2014. In 2022, Tirkiye also accepted refugees fleeing Ukraine, which was torn by a full-scale war, and, for
instance, part of Polish aid was targeted to support Ukrainians there (MSZ, 2022) 3. In 2023, Tiirkiye and Syria
were hit by a devastating earthquake, resulting in nearly 60,000 deaths, over 100,000 injuries, and over 9 mil-
lion people suffering from issues such as loss of shelter, including 2 million Syrian refugees living in the
affected areas (Reliefweb, 2023). In response, four donors also contributed to international aid; Czech efforts
included support for refugees who suffered yet again (MFA, 2023).

In practice, most funds for this recipient were channelled through the EU Facility for Refugees in Tirkiye.
Under the agreement with the EU, Tirkiye's role was principally to prevent refugees from arriving in EU Mem-
ber States. Higher volume of aid to this recipient than to Syria suggests that V4 donors prioritised halting
migration at Europe’s borders over tackling the root causes of migration.

Furthermore, donors contributed to other funds created in response to the refugee and migrant crisis.
These transfers were classified as bilateral ODA but were unallocated by country. They include the EU
Regional Trust Fund in Response to the Syrian Crisis (the Madad Fund), established in 2014, and the Emer-
gency Trust Fund for Africa, launched in 2015. Both funds were focused on reducing the migratory pressure
and sealing state borders. Transfers to their budgets reinforce doubts about the prioritisation of reducing the
root causes of migration by selected donors. The financial effort suggests that migration control through
cooperation with third countries became crucial for the V4 states (Nicolosi, 2024; Panebianco, 2022).

Therefore, it is necessary to consider the factors that have generated such a significant gap between polit-
ical declarations and actual actions. The primary driver is the securitisation of migration. The security framing
was instrumentalised by decision-makers (Huysmans, 2006) in the current political rivalry in the V4 states.
Political elites aptly exploited the crisis and the overwhelmingly sceptical public sentiment towards people
on the move to seize power through a narrative of existential threat, and then effectively consolidated it by
governing the insecurity. However, other reasons were apparent.



12 (&) M.SZYNOL-ORLINSKA

First, the mere declaration of providing on-site assistance aimed at countering the root causes of migra-
tion stemmed from the growing Europeanisation of Visegrad countries’ policies. To some extent, it also
encompasses, due to the division of competencies between the EU institutions and Member States, migra-
tion and asylum policy and development cooperation. The four donors selected only those elements of the
EU’s response to the crisis that suited them: the ‘root cause’ strategy and strengthening external border con-
trols, supplemented by humanitarian aid, while rejecting relocation mechanisms. Notably, individual EU
institutions placed the centre of gravity in different vectors of the EU reaction: the European Commission
promoted actions in migrants’ countries of origin and in key transit countries, while the Council (driven by
the Member States’ interests) preferred enhancing border management (Vatta, 2017). On the other hand,
assuming, following Heaven Crawley (2016), that the priority of both pillars of the EU response to the crisis
was, in fact, to prevent the arrival of further migrants, despite serious disputes between the V4 and Brussels
and their resistance to relocation quotas, the counteraction of the four countries remained consistent with
EU policy. Therefore, the resulting gap manifested the ‘flexible solidarity’ in achieving a genuinely common
goal.

Secondly, a factor limiting direct support for countries generating migration pressure was the lack of
intensive bilateral relations. The Visegrad countries maintained relatively close ties with the Middle Eastern
and African states before 1989, when their foreign policy guidelines came directly from Moscow. At that
time, cooperation with developing countries, often experimenting with socialism, was multifaceted and
encompassed military, economic, scientific and technical assistance. After the democratic breakthrough, the
foreign policies of Central and Eastern European countries underwent a sovereign reorientation, focusing on
the transatlantic vector and easing relations with the Middle East and Africa, which offered fewer opportuni-
ties to pursue their interests.

Thirdly, the V4 countries implemented the ‘root cause’ strategy to a limited extent, as they did not feel
responsible for the escalation of push factors in the Middle East and Africa. Ostensibly, Prime Minister Robert
Fico, during a session of the Slovak parliament, argued not only against the relocation plans: ‘What has Slo-
vakia in common with what has happened in Libya, Iraq or Syria? Absolutely nothing. Have we bombed
Libya? Have we liquidated the regime in Iraq? Did we destabilise the situation in Syria? Do we have any rela-
tion to these territories? We bear no responsibility for the current situation of these countries. We cannot
thus accept somebody making us take care of people’ (Simkovicova, 2015). In fact, the V4 states’ armed forces
did not participate in the 2011 intervention in Libya, but their governments alternated between reluctance
and moderate support (Bell & Hendrickson, 2012). The four countries also did not engage in the internation-
alised conflict in Syria, providing only military and non-military support to the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS,
which was established in 2014. However, the quoted statement demonstrated clear shortsightedness, partic-
ularly by omitting all four states’ support for the American invasion of Irag, which began in 2003, and their
participation in Operation Iraqi Freedom. The destabilisation caused by the attack created fertile ground for
the development of terrorism in the following years, leading to the rise of, among others, the so-called
Islamic State. Similarly, the presence of four allies in the multi-year, ultimately ineffective, mission in
Afghanistan was neglected. Therefore, the Visegrad Four demonstrated a kind of tactical oblivion regarding
the fact that their previous engagement contributed to the destabilisation of countries that generated high
migration pressure.

The V4 states not only distanced themselves from their role in strengthening migration push factors, but
also directly blamed Western European countries for creating further pull factors. V4 governments primarily
criticised Germany’s open-door policy and Willkommenskultur, which, in their view, were initiated by Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel’s words: ‘We can do this’ (‘Wir schaffen das’) (Engler, 2016). Victor Orban, therefore,
considered the crisis a ‘German problem’, as Germany ‘wanted the migrants, and we didn't’ (Government of
the Republic of Hungary, 2018). This rhetoric was quickly applied by Polish political elites, with Jarostaw
Kaczynski (2015) accusing Germany of creating ‘a great social magnet for economic migrants’. V4 authorities
also found general prosperity, social programmes and the already large migrant communities as factors
encouraging people to come to Europe. Countries supporting multiculturalism, such as Germany, France,
Belgium, the United Kingdom and the Scandinavian states, particularly Sweden, were prominently con-
demned. The terrorist attacks carried out there, social unrest and all reports of crimes committed by migrants
proved in the V4 perceptions the ‘failure of multiculturalism’ (Glied & Zamecki, 2021). These incidents built
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opposition to it, while strengthening the anti-immigration, anti-refugee and anti-Islamic attitudes of the
homogenous societies of Central and Eastern European countries.

Conclusions

The refugee and migrant crisis of 2014-2016 led to a hardening of stances and consolidation of opposition
to migration in the V4 countries. Hungary, the only state significantly affected by the crisis, presented the
most radical views. However, the other three members almost unanimously supported it, as portraying
migration as an existential threat to states’ and societies’ security benefited the ruling political elites. Unex-
pectedly, this shared resistance provided a new impetus for cooperation within the Visegrad Group.

In light of the accelerating crisis, the V4 authorities declaratively prioritised combating the root causes of
migration and directly assisting countries generating migratory pressure as a fundamental measure of threat
mitigation. In fact, however, they were driven by the securitisation discourse and the imperative to prevent
further arrivals to Europe, both by rather symbolic development and humanitarian assistance and external-
ising migration control and enhancing cooperation with non-EU countries.

The ‘on-site assistance’ declarations were only partially implemented in practice. Despite the boosts in aid,
ODA remained low, limited, and selective. Tiirkiye became the crucial recipient of assistance, mainly due to
the priority of distancing the threat and the instrumental use of aid by V4 donors to externalise responsibility
for the EU’s border control. The aid structure indicates that Hungary and Slovakia were most consistent with
the strategy’s assumptions. However, Hungarian expenditures essentially covered the costs of scholarship
programmes, which do not necessarily impact ODA recipients’ socio-economic progress. In turn, Poland and
the Czech Republic clearly focused on mitigating the crisis’s consequences by providing humanitarian aid. It
suggests an attempt to prevent refugees from further moves, but it does little to address the complex root
causes of migration. Differences in the use of aid channels indicate other divergences in donors’ approaches.
Using the convenient route of providing resources through multilateral channels and financing interventions
while abdicating responsibility for their effectiveness is worth noting.

Ultimately, the securitisation of migration led to an increased attention being paid to countries gener-
ating migratory pressure. Nevertheless, the ‘root cause’ strategy was not fully implemented. The effectiveness
of these actions was indeed limited by marginal resources transferred to recipients and their minor share in
the overall bilateral ODA provided by V4 donors since 2014. Despite the declared emphasis on countering
the root causes of migration, this objective did not dominate aid practice. It suggests that the threats arising
from migration were exaggerated in public debate, primarily for the internal benefit of political elites. Conse-
quently, the pragmatic primacy of national interests, along with the lack of a sense of responsibility for the
crisis and the tendency to blame other states for it, heightened the V4 focus on distancing the problem by
sealing the borders.

Notes

1. In 2016, Syria was added to the group of ‘specific countries’ in development cooperation, reflecting ‘the
Government’s interest to developing partnerships or targeted support of selected countries in the context of a
post-conflict stabilisation and reconstruction processes’ (MFA, 2017, p. 13)

2. Until 2018, Afghanistan was listed as a ‘programme country’ in Slovak development cooperation. It was then
moved to the ‘partner countries’ group, gaining status also granted to Syria, Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon (MFEA,
2019, pp. 26-27).

3. Compared to the V4 countries, not many Ukrainian refugees have reached Turkiye. In 2022, 2768 people found
refuge in this state, while 958,147 in Poland, 433,501 in the Czech Republic, 94,858 in Slovakia, and 29,632 in Hun-
gary (UNHCR, 2025).
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