
Prologue: Unmooring for a Sea Change

Central Europe is done waiting for favorable tides. The V4 region—long the 'engine room' of European
industry—now faces its defining test: to become a co-pilot in the transatlantic alliance, contributing ideas
and platforms, not just goods and labor. In the shadow of new US tariffs and a reordering world, real
autonomy means wielding unity, skill, and strategic clarity as its new compass.
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V4 & THE USA TRADE RELATIONS 
- WHO WINS?

Act I: The V4 in the World's New Supply Chains

While Washington's gaze is fixed on the Indo-Pacific, a quiet revolution is brewing in the heart of Europe
that demands American attention. The same U.S. trade policies that are reshaping supply chains in Asia—
from the Trump tariffs to the critical minerals deal with Malaysia and Cambodia—are creating a once-in-a-
generation opportunity in Central Europe. The Visegrad Four is poised to become America's most capable
and strategic partner on the European continent, but only if it learns the lessons of ASEAN and unifies to
seize the moment.

This is not about maintaining the status quo. It is about a fundamental pivot: from being Europe's factory to
becoming America's strategic co-pilot in transatlantic innovation. The region that powered the EU's
expansion now has the chance to power the next chapter of the Atlantic Alliance.

The V4's position is more than a waypoint; it's the essential bridge between old and new industrial orders.
Poland's e-commerce prowess, Czechia's deep-tech labs, Hungary's battery capex fever, and Slovakia's
automation labs together form an ecosystem that U.S. partners no longer view as a collection of
subcontractors, but as interdependent "transatlantic connectors." The new key is not cost, but resilience,
adaptability, and strategic alignment, reinforced by skilled labor and deep EU integration.
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Country US Exports
(USD bn)

US Imports
(USD bn)

FDI Stock,
US>V4 (USD bn)

Digital Wallet
Use (%)

Poland 12 13.7 17.6 44

Hungary 3.3 12.7 10.4 48

Czechia 4.3 8.1 11.2 51

Slovakia 0.6 8.2 3 43

The New Course: Central Europe's Strategic Upgrade

The data reveals a crucial trend: the V4's value to the US is shifting from a simple export destination to an
integrated production and innovation base, as evidenced by the significant FDI stock and growing digital
adoption. The U.S. eyes CEE not just for assembly, but for their rising crop of platform companies, R&D
collaborations, and supply chain "failover capacity" as Asian and Middle Eastern trade patterns fray.

Act II: Pragmatic Autonomy—More Than a Buzzword

For the V4, autonomy doesn't mean isolation. It means crewing its own vessel—flexing its collective
muscle in EU negotiations, setting a regional growth agenda, and choosing partners based on strategic
value, not just volume.

The world's trend toward friendshoring is real—and here the V4's own transformation is visible. New
energy corridors, digital infrastructure, joint university-NATO tech testbeds, and SelectUSA links all extend
well beyond legacy trade/debt models. The region's own SME champions—now scaling in fintech,
defense, and green-tech—prove that going global doesn't have to mean going it alone.

Note the subtle dance: unity as a pragmatic platform, not a rhetorical virtue. As a region, the V4 wins
visibility; fragmented, it becomes invisible across Pacific and Atlantic boardrooms alike.

Act III: Innovation, Ecosystem, Platform

A region's capacity for leapfrogging no longer depends only on low wages. Consider the evidence:

Blik, OTP Simple and Twisto have made digital wallets nearly as mainstream in Budapest and Warsaw
as in San Francisco.

The digital public sector—from Poland's mObywatel to Czechia's "eGov corridor"—has become a
testbed for scalable, exportable infrastructure.

In the R&D sector, U.S. partnership is now less greenfield, more joint-venture: American defense and
health-tech majors routinely plug into Hungarian and Czech talent pools for dual-use tech or MedTech
innovation.

Table: V4-USA Business Links 2024

Sources: U.S. Commercial Service, Global Trade Atlas, Mastercard/ECDB 2025
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Case Study: Euronet's CEE Global Launch

Budapest, 1995: a handful of local engineers partnered with American visionaries to launch the first private
ATM network in a post-communist economy. The model was proven in Hungary, but the strategy was
validated the very next year with a rapid expansion into Poland. This was not a mere international branch
office; it was the deliberate replication of a successful model in another V4 market, leveraging similar
regulatory understanding, consumer needs, and talent pools.

Within three decades, this V4-originated platform scaled into a global fintech giant (NASDAQ: EEFT),
processing billions of transactions worldwide. The lesson is not nostalgia; it is a replicable strategic
blueprint: Combine deep local talent and regional insight with transatlantic capital and ambition, then
leverage the integrated V4 market as your initial scaling platform. This is the exact playbook the region
must institutionalize for the next generation of startups in defense-tech, AI, and clean energy.

Act IV: Scaling, Value, and Sectors—Narrative Deep-dive

Czechia and Poland have—in defiance of old tropes—demonstrated that high-growth, innovation-driven
SMEs no longer treat "global scale" as optional. The shift is visible:

In Czechia, well-orchestrated policy mixes (from CzechInvest, CzechTrade, and a thick network of
sectoral accelerators) have fostered an ecosystem where mechanical engineering, optics, cyber, and
aerospace are now exported as much as manufactured. Contact with US partners is routine: American
firms send testimonials for Czech suppliers from granite to space sensors.

Poland's story is even more blunt. With a defense budget above 4% of GDP, full NATO alignment, and
record defense & software investment inflows from the US, Poland's scale play is not theory—it's seen
in logistics capacity, military procurement, and a digital workforce that major American and EU firms
tap for the whole continent. Germany-Poland trade is at new peaks; Polish defense tech is in field trials
with American primes.

By contrast, Hungary and Slovakia see their innovation journey at a different pace.

Hungary has caught global attention as a battery, EV, and pharmaceutical power—home to SK
Innovation, CATL, BMW's EV shift, and global pharmaceutical export champions. US pharma is here in
scale, drawn by quality and regulatory alignment. But Hungary's challenge is both a blessing and a
risk: the path from assembly/FDI to high-margin platform-building is open, yet faces internal policy
tension and an energy transition now critical for strategic trust.

Slovakia, meanwhile, is "all-in" on automotive, with 37% of exports and billions in US sales—highly
integrated, but now vulnerable to tariffs, EV transition, and global demand tremors. Still, within its
compact car and automation clusters, Slovakia has the latent capacity to pivot into a base for
affordable, export-ready electric vehicles—the very kind of friendshoring the US is seeking.

But whether in batteries, defense, or autos, this industrial transformation is increasingly powered by a
digital backbone—a realm where the V4 is already proving its mettle.

Act V: Digitalization and Payment Innovation—CEE as Testbed, Not Afterthought

Data from Mastercard's Central Europe E-commerce Report 2025 tells a compelling story of not just
adoption, but acceleration:

80% of Hungarian e-buyers prefer local or regional—not global—platforms.
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E-commerce revenue in Poland already above €15B (2024); CAGR exceeds 15%.
Czechia regularly ranks at the top EU-27 in e-commerce penetration and digital payments share.
Slovakia, previously slower, now leads in cross-border e-transaction growth rates, thanks to new
delivery, digital wallet, and local/smart contract innovation.

Pragmatic lesson: US payment and fintech firms are not merely "expanding east"—they are using the V4
as a proving ground for new platforms, frictionless AI-backed payment systems, and security modules
ready for fast adaptation from EU standards to global.

In plain numbers, the V4 is no longer an emerging market; it is a critical laboratory for the digital solutions
that will define the next decade on both sides of the Atlantic.

Act VI. Bridging the Ambition Gap: The V4 as Europe's Agile Tech Deployer

The European Aspiration vs. The American Investment Reality

The European Commission's new "Innovation Deal" to accelerate green and digital technologies,
championed by President von der Leyen, underscores a vital continental priority: catching up in the global
tech race. This high-level ambition, however, often contrasts with the on-the-ground investment decisions
of leading American technology and capital firms.

While the EU rallies around flagship initiatives, the deployment of capital and concrete infrastructure by US
giants tells a more nuanced story. The decision by firms like Andreessen Horowitz (a16z) to rely on a
scattered network of scouts across Europe, rather than establishing a major operational hub, signals a
perception that the continent's startup ecosystem, while rich with talent, remains fragmented and complex
to navigate at an institutional level.

Concurrently, major infrastructure investments from US tech corporations—such as Mastercard's new data
centers in France and Google's significant AI investment in Belgium $5 billion —are strategically important
but remain concentrated in Western European hubs. These investments are necessary, but they are not
sufficient to unlock the full potential of the single market.

The V4's Strategic Opening: From Periphery to Preferred Partner

This dynamic creates a distinct and powerful opportunity for the V4. The region should not try to replicate
Brussels or Berlin. Instead, it must position itself as Europe's most agile and efficient deployer of new
technology and infrastructure.
The lesson for the V4 is threefold:

1.Become the "Regulatory Sandbox" for the Innovation Deal: The V4 should proactively offer itself as a
coordinated, multi-country pilot zone for the EU's new technologies and regulations. By harmonizing
standards and creating a "scale-up corridor" across Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and
Slovakia, the region can present a unified, 60-million-strong market that is far simpler for US firms to
engage with than navigating 27 different regulatory environments. We can turn the EU's complexity
into our collective advantage.

2.Compete for the Next Wave of Infrastructure: While Google invests further $5 billion in Belgium, the V4
should be aggressively courting the next major cloud and AI providers—and the specialized, sovereign
AI data centers that will follow—by offering competitive energy costs, strong digital infrastructure, and a
compelling business case for locating closer to the manufacturing and R&D hubs emerging in Central
Europe. The goal is to become the logical choice for the secondary and specialized data hubs that are
essential for a resilient European cloud.
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3. 
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In essence, the V4's role is to operationalize European ambition with American speed and scale. We are not
the center of EU policy-making, but we can become the continent's most effective execution platform,
turning high-level strategies into tangible commercial successes. This is how we capture the next wave of
transatlantic tech investment that might otherwise flow only to Europe's traditional western gateways.

Act VII: Risk and Resilience—The Diversity Dividend

The primary risk is no longer external uncertainty, but internal fragmentation. Regulatory silos that trap digital
and logistics innovators in local compliance instead of "scale-by-default" platforms. Flexibility in supply
chains is still often seen as a necessary evil, not as a baseline reality. The talent gap, no longer only about
brain drain, now includes the potential inability to absorb or attract "returnee" engineers, product leaders,
and design minds as CEE's own ecosystems mature.

Yet beneath the surface, something has shifted. Variability—once weakness—is now rebranded as
"configurable advantage":

Poland's surge in defense tech, fueled by US–NATO value-add, is offset by Czechia's focus on design-
driven and collaborative cluster growth.

Hungary's battery corridor and Slovakia's adaptive auto/automation zone show that adjacent
specializations can actually create complementary export niches—provided investment and legal
"platform connectors" are built.

Scenario-Driven Playbook:

A successful V4 region doesn't hunt for a single winning formula but "runs a diversified flotilla"—one vessel
riding the digital payments wave, another leading climate-mobility, another perfecting supply chain stress-
tolerance.

Act VIII: Scenarios—Choosing the Transatlantic Horizon

1. The Fragmented Drift

V4 keeps delivering volume, not value.
US partners see it as insurance, not strategic leverage.
Eurosceptic or "go-it-alone" currents attract headlines, but not new FDI or innovation hubs.
Skill networks atrophy as talent continues outward.

2. The Pragmatic Mid-Fleet

Each V4 nation nabs unique wins (Poland in defense-tech, Czechia in AI, Hungary in batteries).
Partially harmonized digital standards, some joint V4 R&D, "best-in-breed" audits for EU/US investors.
But regional lobbying and export are tactical, not strategic. Absent tighter integration, platform power is
lost to larger players.

Offer a "Bridge" for American Capital: The scattered a16z scout model reveals an unmet need for  
consolidated, high-quality deal flow. The V4, through its chambers of commerce and investment
agencies, can act as a curated funnel. We can provide US VCs with a streamlined gateway to the
region's best deep-tech, fintech, and defense-tech startups, de-risking their entry and offering a
cohesive platform for investment that doesn't exist today.
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3. Co-Designer Platform

V4 member states invest together in tech corridors, cross-nation STEM grants, and synchronized digital
ID and payments rails.
Regional interoperability standards become the model for "friendshored" supply chain design
Joint innovation stewardship welds together V4 diversity into a mutually reinforcing, transatlantic
platform—now essential to both Brussels and Washington.

Act IX: Blueprint for the Bridge—A 2030 Action Agenda

Establish pan-V4 digital identity, together with seamless payments integration and cross-border
regulatory "sandbox" opportunities.
Transform regional "brain drain" into "brain circulation" with hybrid physical-remote talent pools, and
targeted founder "passport" programs and structured platforms for knowledge sharing.
Champion a V4 platform fund that matches US-EU co-financing for green/fintech/defense dual-use
clusters—€3–5B with anchor limited partners committed to multi-market scale.
Double down on data corridor infrastructure, leveraging D9 (Digital 9) best practices for privacy, AI, and
cyber, to poise the region as the trusted go-between for EU-US–global data flows.
Institutionalize annual strategic dialogue with US partners—VCs, Fortune 100 strategists, and think
tanks—to ensure the V4 voice doesn't drift out of the Washington–Brussels decision matrix.

Final Act: The Strategic Helm

The era of sheltered waters is over. For the Visegrád Four, the choice is no longer if to set sail, but who will
command the bridge in the new Atlantic alliance.

The United States is not seeking more passengers; it is recruiting skilled pilots for a journey through
contested seas. The V4 possesses the shipyards, the navigators, and the charts. It now must demonstrate
the collective will to captain its own flotilla—a unified, high-value fleet that America and the EU will recognize
as an indispensable partner.

This is not a risk, but a strategic calculation. The real danger lies in indecision—in watching the tide of
opportunity recede while others seize the horizon.

The V4's moment has arrived. The command is clear: Take the helm.
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Slovakia through Visegrad Grants from the International Visegrad Fund. The mission of

the fund is to advance ideas for sustainable regional cooperation in Central Europe.
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