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Luke Coffey: 

Before becoming the finance minister of the Czech Republic, you served as minister of transportation? 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

Years ago. 

Luke Coffey: 

Which of course in this era we live in with high energy prices, perhaps you're lucky you're no longer in 
that role and you're in the finance ministry role. And then of course you've had a distinguished career in 
parliament, in the Chamber of Deputies. So we're honored to host you here today at the Hudson 
Institute. The minister has some opening remarks he will deliver and then I will turn it into a 
conversation and open it up to questions from the floor. Thank you. Minister. 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, and good afternoon. I am pleased to be here with you today. This is 
my first time visiting the United States, and I welcome opportunity to share with you some thoughts 
about the economic and security implication of the current crisis from the perspective of the Czech EU 
presidency. I would like to address a few issues. What is happening in Europe? Who is responsible for 
what is happening? When and how will it end? And finally, what do we need to do about it? Some of 
these questions are quite difficult to answer.  

Unfortunately, after decades of peace, there is war in Europe. Russia's unprovoked, unjustified, brutal 
aggression against Ukraine has drastically changed the transatlantic geopolitical landscape. It has 
affected the lives not only of those fleeing the war, but also of the citizens of the EU and of the whole 
world. 

The EU economy has not yet fully recovered from the COVID-19 pandemic and now it is experiencing 
another major shock. Russia's invasion of Ukraine has caused a humanitarian disaster with tens of 
thousands of civilians killed and millions more displaced. It has also led to a deep regional economic 
slowdown and negative global spillover.  

Russia's weaponization of natural gas has brought the price of electricity to an unprecedented level. 
Extremely high energy costs are not only affecting our citizens, but they are also damaging the ability of 
European industrial companies to compete globally. On top of that, the Russian war is affecting the EU 
public finances. To maintain economic growth, European governments are looking for ways to manage 
the skyrocketing energy prices, high inflation, uncertainty on markets, increasing borrowing costs, and 
other bargaining issues. However, these solutions are neither easy nor cheap. Over the recent months, 
the public expenditure in all EU member states has increased in an unprecedented way. 

We are working hard to support the most vulnerable citizens and maintain social cohesion. We are 
fighting populism and Russia disinformation and promoting solidarity with Ukraine. The times ahead of 
us will be extremely challenging. The slow leak economy will reduce fiscal revenues. Governments 
across Europe will need to keep the fiscal cost from inflating while protecting the most vulnerable. The 
financial and budgetary pressures in Europe will increase when we start addressing the cost of 
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reconstruction of Ukraine. And although the current situation of the battlefield may seem more hopeful 
than a few months ago, we don't know when the Russian war will end.  

What we do know is that the reconstruction will be extremely complex, and the financial needs will be 
astronomical. Russia's war is the main cause of decline in global growth. The mires of the global 
economy include social unrest in countries facing food shortage and an increase in debt distress in the 
poorest countries. 

We will discuss how we can respond to these burning issues at the IMF meeting this week, here in 
Washington. But we must admit that for many years, much of Europe benefited from the cheap Russian 
gas. It is also the case of my homeland, the Czech Republic, which has not diversified gas supplies in 
recent decades, as it is almost 100 percent dependent on Gazprom. The Russian war has forces us to 
drastically change our energy policy. We must do it by means of revolution because there are too little 
time for evolution. When we end our energy dependence on the post-Soviet Russia, we will finally 
complete the process that began 30 years ago with the Velvet Revolution. Cutting off our connection to 
Russia is not the only solution to the current situation. There are connections that are positive and 
should be kept. I'm talking about the relationship between Europe and the United States—both within 
NATO and bilaterally. 

We must keep the transatlantic link strong in response to the Russia battle attack on Ukraine. I want to 
thank the United States for its financial and material assistance to Ukraine. Like before in history, we see 
once again that standing firm against evil is not only right, but it's also effective.  

Let me conclude by saying that strengthening defense in Europe is a task for domestic governments, as 
well as NATO structures. In the Czech Republic, we take this very seriously. We are in the process of 
creating a special budgetary tool to increase the defense spending to 2 percent of GDP. Our goal is to 
modernize the Czech army force and provide the army with ultra-modern equipment, such as fifth 
generation fighters that can operate alongside other NATO allies. Many other EU governments are also 
looking for ways to combine fiscal balance with security interest. We have no other choice if we want to 
ensure the Europe security in these difficult times. Thank you for having me. 

Luke Coffey: 

Thank you. Thank you minister. 

Well, you touched on all the main issues and I appreciate that; it makes my job easier, speaking to you 
here today. But before we dive into some of the policy issues, I wanted to ask you about your role as the 
finance minister for the country that is currently holding the presidency of the Council of the European 
Union. You highlighted all of the challenges that we're facing, but for you it's particularly important and 
it's almost a historic occasion being the finance minister of the country currently in the role of the 
presidency. So can you tell us a little bit about how your obligations as... During the Czech Republic's 
presidency, impact your thinking, your decision making? And could you also maybe explain to an 
American audience what it means for a country inside the EU to have that rotating presidency of the 
European Council? 
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Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

I'm a conservative politician, and to be honest, in January, I was hoping that we would be lowering the 
debt and keeping the fiscal policy in a much tighter way than we are today. But on the 24th of February 
when Putin attacked Ukraine, everything changed. Basically every week when we have talks in 
government. We are looking for balance between three basic pillars: social peace, fiscal discipline, and 
investment. 

To answer your question, the role of the presidency is really to be a moderator of the debate, to put 
topics on the table and start discussions so that we can reach conclusions on certain topics. Our 
presidency has five major topics, five issues, and the biggest one is actually Ukraine and the impact the 
war has on the economics of Europe. 

Many members of the EU, especially the founding members, say that they are very happy that it is the 
Czech Republic who is the president country in these extremely difficult times. We have our very own 
historical experience with the Soviet occupation from 1968. For the generation of my parents and 
grandparents, this was the end of hope for a life in liberty. 

Especially at the beginning of the war, the countries of central and East Europe knew very well what is 
going on. Ukraine is not fighting only for its freedom and independence, but they are also fighting for 
the freedom, independence, and democratic values of the whole Europe. 

I said in my speech before that in the past, Europe often exchanged cheap gas for security and for 
independence. Which is why the second priority of the Czech presidency is to strengthen the defenses 
and also contribute more to NATO. 

Another priority is strengthening the resilience of the European economy. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, it was the first time when we saw what happens then when the supply chains are disrupted. 
And then the COVID-19 pandemic was directly followed by the war in Ukraine and this showed us how 
much we have to be able to manufacture the basic components on the continent. 

Czech Republic is the most industrial country within Europe, and we saw what an impact it had on our 
economy when there was a shortage of chips. And of course then we see here in Europe very interesting 
discussions about what kind of relationships, which kind of business relationships, we should be having 
with China. 

And I must say that Europe can take inspiration from United State in this respect. Many European 
companies in the past actually preferred cheaper component, cheaper business, over the security of the 
deliveries.  

As a conservative politician, obviously I do support free market and competition, but it's actually quite 
interesting to see how those companies which mostly invested in Russia or China, now that the situation 
has changed and they're in trouble, they are looking to government and asking the government for help. 

Which is why my answer is: you knew what kind of countries you were operating with. You entered that 
risk. But you also had higher profits. So now you have to carry those risks without the help of 
government. Obviously, this opinion is not particularly popular. 
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Another thing that I must mention is security in the cyberspace. I'm a programmer by profession, so I 
know how dangerous this environment can be. We are under a long-term attack of misinformation 
coming from both Russia and China. And this is closely connected with the fifth priority of the Czech 
presidency, which is to increase the resilience of democratic institutions against disinformation. 

Our democracy has a history of 33 years after the fall of communism and we must keep on working on 
increasing the trust in democratic institutions. All of this is the job of the EU presidency country. Finally, 
one more thing that, as all EU countries, we are looking how to find a European solution because it's 
cheaper and it's better for all of us. 

Luke Coffey: 

Thank you. And on that point about a European solution or a European view of these challenges, looking 
at the situation from Prague, how do you see cohesion across Europe right now, on some of these issues 
like sanctions, energy diversification? Are you confident that in the coming months and perhaps even 
years, depending on how long the conflict lasts, that this cohesion and unity will remain? 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

I know our best weapon is a unity of European countries against Putin. Putin didn't estimate it, I am 
sure. And for us it's very, very important make unity and we... Last week we approved eighth package 
sanctions against Russia and Belarus. And yes, I can imagine better and stronger sanctions, but unity is 
most important. And social cohesion between European countries and European member states, it's... 
Winter's coming and it's a very, very difficult answer because each member state has different energy 
mix and different situation before winter. For example, the Czech Republic bought new LNG capacity in 
the Netherlands. Very good solution. We decrease our dependency about 33 percent with one deal with 
our European partner. And it is way to manage this winter. For example, last year during first eight 
months, Russia deliveries of gas were 30 to 40 percent of consumption of Europe. And this year, only 9 
percent. We decreased these deliveries about 31 percent over eight months. It's very, very good result. 
Yes, it's very important, our savings in consumption, especially households, and companies too. And it's 
a way to cut off Russian fossil fuels. 

Luke Coffey: 

It is quite extraordinary how quickly Europe has been able to start the diversification process away from 
Russian energy. And especially on the issue of natural gas, it's my understanding that storage capacity is 
very high across Europe right now. And that if the winter isn't historically cold, Europe should be okay. 
So for my assessment, it's not this winter we should be worried about it's the next winter. Do you think 
Europe will be ready for the next winter? Will some of these ad hoc changes in the energy market be 
able to change for the longer term in Europe? 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

Oh, very good question, for next winter. I agree. 

Luke Coffey: 
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I know you're not a fortune teller. 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

I agree. We need two years to change our energy policy as a European Union. Yes, the first steps are 
very often faster, and next steps are more difficult. And our partners from Poland and Germany are now 
preparing new LNG terminals, a solution for next winter. And now our storage is full, I think 92 percent 
full, in the Czech Republic. In Germany too, more than 90 percent. And it is my first morning reading 
report from storages. And this morning, in Washington, I read very good news and today we increased 
our storage by 10 million cubic meters. And now today it is 91.5 percent. And every day when we don't 
take from storage is good for winter. Because in April we're in a bleak scenario, this winter. 
Unfortunately it is not true. I think it's task For European governments, thinking about how to prevent 
these bleak scenarios. We need a mild winter, and more...two mild winters is my wish for Europe. 

Luke Coffey: 

Well let's hope. Let's hope that mild winters will take place in Europe in the coming years. We've 
discussed matters at the European Union level. I do want to talk about NATO in a little bit, but before we 
do that I wanted to focus more regionally. Of course, the Czech Republic is involved in the Visegrád Four. 
Also the Three seas Initiative is being discussed more and more, especially here in Washington. There is 
a certain amount of enthusiasm for the Three Seas Initiative. I was wondering what is the health of the V 
Four in terms of regional cooperation? What is the future of the Three Seas Initiative? Do you see the 
Three Seas Initiative, for example, playing a possible role in any future reconstruction efforts for 
Ukraine, God willing, when the war ends? 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

Well let me start with V4 (Visegrad Group). There's been a long term corporation between Czech 
Republic and Slovakia because for a long time we were one country, obviously. Czechoslovakia. When it 
comes to Poland, I live in a city which is three kilometers from the Polish borders. I know Poland very 
well and we think of them as friends, which the Czech Republic needs very much. 

But it's true that recently we started having a difference of opinions with Hungary. Hungary puts a lot 
more stress on corporation with Russia than other countries of V4. But so far, from all the eight sanction 
packages, Hungary also raised their hand. They agreed with them. 

So, so far, Hungary has not started playing the Trojan Horse within the European Union, which is why I 
don't really support very strong gestures towards Hungary. I believe in long and patient negotiations 
behind the scene, just to make sure that we find corporation or common ground. 

Luke Coffey: 

And you're talking... You're talking about strong gestures from Brussels? Is that right? 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

Not only from Brussels, but from some member states too. And very often from left-wing parties too. 
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Luke Coffey: 

Yep. Right. 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

I think it will require laws for all EU. Because if we divide it will victory of Putin. No victory for West 
countries, or some member states, or some political parties. I'm sure. Is it difficult? Yes, it is. For 
example, me and my team, which is here, we visited in Budapest and we negotiated with my 
counterpart, minster of finance of Hungary. And I understand very often their approaches. Sometimes I 
didn't understand, but I am sure we need close cooperation, and good negotiation, and good 
conversation with our partners. 

But it is difficult question. It's true. 

Brussels, I think four weeks ago, threatened to cut money from Hungary. It has been on our agenda for 
six months, and today I expect decision of our ambassadors to postpone for another two months for 
Hungary to solve some issues. For example, new law against corruption. 

Luke Coffey: 

Right. And the Three Seas Initiative? 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

To be honest, right now it's on the back burner. 

Luke Coffey: 

Yeah. 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

Last week in Prague, we tried a new format of European cooperation, where the prime minister of the 
Czech Republic welcomed 47 leaders of European countries at the Prague castle. 

And it was a combination of member states, non-member states, states which left the EU, those who 
are aspiring, who are candidate states, and those who are not interested in entering the EU. 

Without official agenda. Very good space for talking and negotiation. For example, the first meeting 
between prime ministers of Azerbaijan and Armenia. 

Luke Coffey: 

Yes. 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 
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And they can talk directly about Nagorno-Karabakh and have a very interesting discussion with prime 
minister from Turkey, Erdoğan, and order European leaders. Very good format. But we will see how 
successful this new format will be. In these hard times, it is time for increased cooperation in the Three 
Seas. 

Luke Coffey: 

Yeah, yeah. Absolutely. I have one more question I want to ask about NATO before we open it up to the 
floor. So if you have a question in your head or if you're drafting one in your head, get it ready please. Of 
course, multiple US administrations have criticized some European countries for not spending enough 
on defense or meeting the 2 percent of GDP benchmark for NATO, for defense spending. Since 2014, 
after Russia first invaded Ukraine, we have seen a European defense spending increase year on year. 
And in the aftermath of the most recent Russian invasion of Ukraine, we've seen even stronger 
commitments and stronger action to increasing defense spending. And of course, minister, you said that 
the Czech Republic has committed to the 2 percent benchmark. I think everyone here in Washington 
would welcome that. But I wanted to ask you specifically about NATO and your role as a finance 
minister. 

One idea that I've been proposing for years is for NATO, at their summit, to have a special session for 
finance ministers. So finance ministers can understand why defense is so expensive, why it costs so 
much. And here in America, we don't really understand how the parliamentary system of democracy 
works in terms of the authorizations of funding, for example. Most of the power lies with you, minister, 
in the Czech Republic, on spending money, and not with the legislative body like here in America. So do 
you see any merit, any utility in this idea of getting the finance ministers, you and your European 
colleagues, more involved at the NATO level? 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

First of all, I must say that I agree with that criticism that we did not spend enough on defense in the 
past. My political party was in the opposition for eight years, and we used the exact same criticism. It's 
actually a pity that this criticism did not come from within the EU and that we actually needed to hear 
that from the USA. I also agree that in 2014, when Putin attacked Crimea, it was clear that he would not 
stop there. 

Obviously the situation today is very different. All the countries are ready to increase defense 
expenditures. Now the problem we are facing is different because I see the queue, the line, of people 
interested in buying military equipment. 

For example, the Czech Republic needs better time for deliveries, US weapons, for our Czech forces. 

To get back to your question, I can imagine, and I think it's an interesting and useful idea and concept to 
involve the ministers of finance into NATO. But as an experienced politician, I must tell you that the 
ministers of defense, who are now attending the meetings of NATO, or the summit of NATO, would not 
be very willing to give up their position. 

Not everybody is as lucky as I am, because the minister of defense in the Czech Republic is my colleague 
from the same political party. We pretty much have the same opinions and there's absolutely no issue 
when it comes to cooperations between defense and finance. 
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But in other member states, very often the minister of defense comes from a different political party 
than the minister of finance. I know that's a very different situation from the one that you have here in 
the USA. 

But jokes aside, what I see as key is the support of the prime minister and the president. And I must say 
that both myself and the minister of defense feel a very strong support from the side of our prime 
minister to meet our obligation, our commitment. So given our situation, it's not really difficult to find 
that consent. We are all of the same opinion. In our case, it will be more difficult to actually to get the 
equipment, to be able to purchase it. 

What I also see as extremely important is not just spending money on purchasing the equipment, but 
also investing in development of defense mechanisms. 

Luke Coffey: 

Great. Yeah. Well the problem really isn't with Eastern Europe, as we've seen. I think perhaps some of 
the finance ministers from Western Europe should definitely be a little more active in their 
understanding on why defense is so important and also so expensive.  

We have time for a couple of questions. Yes sir, in the front. There's a microphone. If you could please 
identify yourself, any relevant affiliation, that would be wonderful. Thanks. 

Tod Lindberg: 

Yeah, I'm Tod Lindberg, I'm a senior fellow here at the Hudson Institute. I wanted to ask if you could say 
a more words about China. Obviously we're caught up in an immediate crisis with the war in Ukraine, 
but you've made some rather provocative remarks that's suggested at least a possibility of a longer term 
decoupling of economic linkages surrounding supply chain security. Maybe that word goes too far. But I 
was hoping you might take a step away from the immediate crisis and talk to that longer term issue and 
challenge. 

Luke Coffey: 

Good question. 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator):  

I must say that we are not really discussing our relationship with China very intensively in these past 
months, because we are mostly focusing on the impact of the Russian War on Europe. 

But after discussing this issue with some Czech businessmen, I expressed the opinion that it's time to 
change the direction, from only moving investments from Europe to China, and go in the opposite 
direction as well. 

Well, if the question is, "Will the products and services be more expensive?" Well, obviously, yes. But 
that's okay because that's the better solution. The supply chains were disrupted by COVID-19, but I 
believe that they can also be disrupted by the decision of the Chinese government. 
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If we're talking about democratic countries where the standard economic principles are enforced, then I 
don't see a problem there. But I am afraid of those who might, for political reasons, disrupt the 
economic cooperation. 

We see what is happening when Putin is manipulating the price of gas. And unfortunately the situation 
on the European market is very difficult right now. The prices are incredibly high. 

We witnessed a situation when the price of gas went from 400 Euros to 1000 Euros, which is more than 
a 100 percent increase within two days. From 400 to 1000. And last year was price 30. Yeah, it is big, big 
problem. And we have to be very carefully with business relation with China, I'm sure. 

Mónika Palotai: 

I'm Mónika Palotai, Hudson Institute. And my question would be about the gas price cap. It's highly 
divisive in the European Union at the moment. My question... I mean the Czech Republic gave the green 
light to it, but at the moment the gas prices are at the normal level considering what it was couple of 
weeks ago. It's at 138. Last year it was 38, as you said, but it was much higher. So at the moment it's 
quite constant or it can stay. But introducing a price cap, and especially on gas, it can just skyrocket the 
price again. And also the freight prices, LNG ships, it's more.. It's like what? 500 times higher than it's 
normally the average. And there comes again the LNG infrastructure, which is quite the limit at the 
moment in the European Union. 

So aren't you afraid that introducing the price cap is going to sky... It's going to be a tight market. And 
not talking about that LNG market is quite competitive, and especially US. I mean it shifted from Asia, 
leaving Asia on a diet, toward Europe. So could it be really the solution? Is it temporary? When it is 
accepted, if it is accepted, can it be changed? I mean, having unity on sanctions in the European Union is 
quite challenging itself. 

Zbyněk Stanjura (via translator): 

I am for capping of price of gas because I see how Putin can manipulate this price. But I am sure it will 
only temporary solution, not a final solution. And for us, the most important thing is decoupling. It is 
separating the price of electricity from the price of gas. This is the biggest problem in our European 
energy prices. Because it is the gas plants creating prices for the entire market. 

For example, in the Czech Republic, we have only one gas plant—without influence to our domestic 
market, because we prefer nuclear energy. It was very good solution. We see now, it's a very good 
solution, nuclear plants. And today it's majority of member states support a cap of the price of gas. But 
we need the approval of Germany because it's the biggest problem for Germany. Germany has 25 
percent of its electricity produced from gas plant. It is a very expensive solution for Germany. But we a 
new European council in two weeks, and this council will decide to cap the price of gas. Or maybe they 
will decide that decoupling the price of electricity from price of gas is enough. It will be good news for 
energy market in Europe. 

Luke Coffey: 

Great. Well Minister, I know when you travel on these international visits, especially to Washington, DC, 
in your capacity as not only the Czech finance minister, but also the Czech finance minister during the 
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Czech presidency of the EU. You're a very busy man. So we really appreciate it here at Hudson, you 
finding the time to come here and speak with us today. You have a fantastic embassy to work with here 
in Washington and you're always welcome here whenever you come back. If you want to come back 
again. And just thank you so much for joining us today. And I want to thank our audience for taking time 
to come here today to listen and to engage. And please make sure you check out hudson.org for future 
events, and you can also find this event streamed on our website as well. So please join me in thanking 
the minister for... 

Zbyněk Stanjura: 

Thank you for invitation and thank you for a very interesting discussion for me. Thank you. 

Luke Coffey: 

Thank you. 

 


