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Summary 

Taking into account that Slovakia has been 

a responsible policy-taker and the formation of clear 

preferences and priorities regarding EU issues have been 

very limited. Thus, using a broader concept in the field of 

the single market, we identified the following main 

priorities:  

 Drawing EU funds – maximizing the use of 

financial resources from the common EU budget. 

 Ensuring convergence – converging to the EU-15 

in terms of economic development, living standards 

and quality of life by using the opportunities of the 

single market and the sources of EU funds. 

 Gaining free access to the labour markets – 

opening up the labour markets of other EU members 

(especially the EU-15) to the largest possible extent 

as soon as possible. 

 Energy security – support for the creation of 

a common energy policy; support of diversification 

and energy solidarity while maintaining the 

sovereignty over the energy mix and opposing 

further liberalization. 

Regarding the achievements (successes and failures) 

we can conclude the following: 

The use of EU funds has been a clear failure as it 

has been neither transparent nor effective so far.  

Economic convergence is probably the greatest 

success story of the whole accession process. However, we 

argue that EU membership was not the main reason behind 

Slovakia’s remarkable achievements – it was “just” 

a necessary precondition for the birth of the ‘Tatra tiger”. 

The main reason behind the fast convergence was 

a comprehensive package of deep structural reforms 

between 2002 and 2006. Taking into account that most 

reforms were dismantled and abolished since, the future of 

convergence is doubtful. Indeed the fast catching up 

process had stopped from the beginning of the crisis (2009), 

FDI inflows radically declined, employment is far below its 

pre-crisis peak and public debt has increased dramatically. 

The free movement of labour was rather 

a success in spite of the fact that Slovakia had little (if any) 

influence over the decision of the old member states to open 

their labour markets without using transitional restrictions 

(up to maximum seven years). The labour flows from 

Slovakia were relatively intensive and their overall economic 

effect was positive, especially on the domestic labour 

market where they helped to mitigate high unemployment. 

In the field of energy security the picture is rather 

mixed, there are some achievements but no large 

improvements. 

The overall picture of Slovak performance shows 

a responsible policy taker country (with still 

an impressive record of formal transposition of EU 

legislation) which rarely comes out with its own initiatives, 

has very few preferences one can clearly recognise and 

sometimes even its official positions on actual EU issues are 

missing.  

There was only one example of a policy driver 

attitude in the field of energy policy, the failed attempt of 

the Czech-Slovak-EU initiative, the European Nuclear 

Energy Forum (ENEF) – which lacked significant results.  

Slovakia resembles a policy killer (at least partially) 

only in two areas. The first is the fight against the European 

Commission’s third energy liberalization package in 

2008, when Slovakia, as a part of a wider coalition, 

managed to weaken the originally proposed unbundling 

solution (i.e. the division of gas and electricity distribution 

and supply networks). 

The second would be resistance against the 

harmonization of income taxes and social policies. 

But here the plans never materialised, so there was no 

legislative proposal on the table to oppose. It is also 

important to note that the rejection of tax and social policy 

harmonization is mostly a right-wing agenda in Slovakia. 

Therefore it is not a widely shared consensual position of 

the country, just a priority on the part of political elites 

(Malová et al. 2005: 9-10). But that part of elites usually 

presents its fierce opposition to harmonization quite loudly. 

For example, the short-lived centre right Radičová 
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government stated in its Manifesto that: “The Government 

clearly supports the preservation of Member States’ 

sovereignty in economic and social policies, where it does 

not clearly conflict with the needs of the single market… The 

Government will not give its consent to European tax 

harmonisation in the area of income tax” (Civic… 2010: 7, 

9). Considering the future preferences and challenges the 

main areas are consistent with the ones of previous ten 

years.  

The transparent and effective use of EU funds 

remains the largest and most important challenge 

ahead together with the restart of the convergence process. 

Here, bold decisions (cutting of the EU funds from the 

domestic corruption machinery around public procurements, 

deep, sometimes unpopular structural reforms) are needed. 

Otherwise, Slovakia might fall into the Middle Income Trap 

and stagnate around its current level of development. 

Deeper integration into the single market might be helpful 

here but its potential results are quite limited. The V4 

countries already benefited from the liberalization of 

markets; in particular, the opening of monopolized sectors 

(e.g. energy, telecommunication and aviation) to 

competition with positive effects on consumers (Erste… 

2014: 10). In Slovakia there is still some room for higher 

competition in the energy sector and rail passenger 

transport which remained almost untouched by 

liberalization. 

Taking into account the rising criticism of the free 

movement of people in a number of member states, 

renewed efforts are needed to defend the free access 

to labour markets. Slovakia should, in co-operation with 

others, insist on the unquestionable character of the free 

movement of labour within the EU. Parallel to this, the 

domestic labour market needs to become more attractive 

for Slovak migrants and encourage them to return home. 

Otherwise, there is an increasing risk that a high share of 

temporary or circular migration will turn to permanent 

emigration and Slovakia is going to lose a significant part of 

its most active and productive citizens. 

In the field of energy security, Slovakia with its 

regional (especially V4) partners, should continue to 

diversify its energy imports and with increased co-operation 

(including the fostering of common energy policy) 

strengthen its bargaining position vis-a-vis main suppliers, 

especially the Russian Federation. 

 

 

Preferences, what preferences? 

It is a hard task to search for Slovak preferences and 

priorities in the EU integration process. The non-existing 

written official EU membership strategy is only the less 

important explanation, since there are very few mentions of 

preferences in other official documents as well. Quite often 

it is even hard to find out a clear Slovak (government) 

position during the negotiations on various issues within 

the Union. To put it simply, Slovakia used to go with 

the crowd during its first 10 years as an EU member. It has 

been a typical policy taker country, which is barely coming 

forward with its own initiative, nor is it trying to block the 

proposals with majority support. Slovakia has been most 

often interested in the deepening of the integration 

processes rather than remaining outside (usually for pure 

pragmatic reasons) and trying to behave as a good student 

doing an excellent job in formal transposition and 

implementation of EU law. The rather passive application of 

new legal acts usually occurred without much controversy 

(within the political elite) or even public attention at home. 

Of course this is not a unique experience, most new 

member states (NMS) have a very similar record. 

An analysis by the Comenius University’s Department of 

Political Science “confirmed the predominance of a reactive 

policy style in the NMS and occasional examples of other 

strategies employed only in strategically important issues 

and/or matters related to national identity and security” 

(Malová – Lisoňová 2010: 176).  

There are quite a few reasons why new members 

generally and Slovakia particularly were rather silent, 

constructive policy consumers: 
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1. The trauma of being left out 
Due to the series of undemocratic decisions by the 

populist prime minister, Vladimír Mečiar, and his 

governments between 1992 and 1998; initially Slovakia was 

lagging behind its neighbours in the Euro-Atlantic 

integration process (Nič et al. 2014: 4). Especially under 

Vladimir Mečiar’s third government (1994-1998) Slovakia 

became a “deviant” case among new democracies in Central 

Europe (Szomolányi 1999, 2004). Slovakia’s accession to 

the OECD was postponed in 1996 due to a lag in market 

reforms and unlike its V4 neighbors, it was not invited to 

NATO and to the first round of EU accession negotiations in 

1997. Regarding the latter decision, the shameful reason 

was that Slovakia was the only candidate who failed to meet 

the political criteria (MZVEZ SR 2014: 6). A danger of 

becoming “a black hole in the heart of Europe” (warning by 

Madeleine Albright, then the U.S. Secretary of State) 

mobilised voters in the crucial 1998 parliamentary elections 

to change the direction towards liberal democracy, market 

economy and Western integration structures (Tupy 2010). 

This experience resulted in a strong effort shared by the 

vast majority of political elites to quickly leave behind the 

international isolation (and the danger of economic 

bankruptcy) and catch up with the V4 countries. “The initial 

trauma of being left out and then having to catch up with 

the others undoubtedly shaped Slovakia’s pro-European 

consensus… the memory of erstwhile exclusion means that 

ever-deeper embeddedness in the EU’s variable geometry – 

from the Schengen Area through the Economic and 

Monetary Union (EMU) to the fiscal compact and the 

informal camp of fiscally prudent members of the eurozone 

– became construed as a worthy political objective in and 

of itself (Nič et al. 2014: 5). This could be illustrated well by 

a proud sentence from the manifesto of the second Fico 

government (since 2012). It states that the government will 

analyse the experiences of the first 10 years in EU and set 

priorities for Slovakia’s future activities in the EU. By doing 

so “it will base its considerations on the fact that, upon 

accession to the Schengen area, adoption of the single 

                                                      

1 To identify the national preferences of the new member states 
(NMS) from Central and Eastern Europe the members of the 
Comenius University’s Department of Political Science between 
2008 and 2010 interviewed representatives of the NMS, EU 

European currency and termination of the transitional 

periods for the free movement of workers, Slovakia has 

attained the maximum degree of integration” (Manifesto… 

2012: 6). 

 

2. The legacy of the pre-accession 

negotiations and the completion of 

the accession process 
The strong effort to catch up with the neighbouring 

countries intensified the ‘natural’ asymmetric position of 

Slovakia during the accession process: the candidate 

country should take over the acquis communitaire and the 

European Commission is controlling it. Under this ‘take it or 

leave it’ principle, there is not much space for domestic 

discussion or formation of preferences; and the 

communication of these preferences with stakeholders and 

the public does not make too much sense either. Although 

the accession period ended in May 2004 and membership 

became a reality, the legacy of the past (one way takeover 

of the norms with low interest of political parties to 

communicate about their substance) still influenced the 

crucial actors for a while (Malová et al. 2005: 153). The 

limited administrative capacity of new members, especially 

the smaller ones might be also part of the explanation. The 

(limited number of) diplomats and experts dealing with EU 

issues simply got used to the previous modus operandi and 

it takes some time until they change habits, especially, 

when they are overwhelmed with incoming tasks. During 

the pre and post-accession period they certainly were. In 

various interviews, many representatives of the new 

member states (NMS) admitted that a large part of their 

efforts during the first years of the EU membership 

concentrated on the completion of the accession process, 

notably on access to the Schengen Area or Eurozone and 

the drawing of structural funds.1 “Therefore, their ability to 

submit new proposals was limited” (Malová – Lisoňová 

2010: 175). 

institutions and the ‘old’ member states as well as many experts. 
See: Malová et al. 2010: From Listening to Action? New Member 
States in the European Union. Devin Printing House, Bratislava. 
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3. The Slovak paradox: low interest, 

high support 
Although the support of Slovak citizens for European 

integration has been above the EU average, the turnouts at 

the EU elections were always the lowest within the whole 

union (MZVEZ SR 2014: 8). This paradox was already well 

manifested at the very beginning: in the membership 

referendum in May 2003 the vast majority, 92.46 % voted 

for EU entry but the turnout (52.15 %) was just slightly 

more than the 50 % threshold needed for validity (ibid. 7). 

In short, the Slovak public is simply not interested in EU 

issues, the vast majority is not participating in elections to 

the European Parliament and therefore it is not surprising 

that there is not much meaningful public debate on the 

country’s place, role and priorities within the union.  

 “The flip side of Slovakia’s commitment to EU 

integration is that it conceals the lack of interest – of 

political elites and voters alike – in the process itself. 

Policy formulation is technocratic rather than political 

and often more ad hoc than systematic, depending on 

the actual configuration of influential players. 

European policy choices in Bratislava thus seem to 

emerge almost by default instead of growing out of 

any longer-term strategy. Important matters of 

Slovakia’s EU policy are not widely debated in public, 

and relevant discussions are usually kept among small 

groups within the political, business, and bureaucratic 

elite. While voters are periodically reminded of the 

necessity of Slovakia’s presence at the core of EU and 

EMU integration dynamics, the implications or 

reasoning behind it are rarely spelled out and 

discussed (save for debates over the eurozone 

bailouts)” (Nič et al. 2014: 10). 

Soon after joining the EU it was even problematic to 

find a clear position of Slovakia in some European issues, 

a position which was based on negotiations and agreement 

within the government. In the Council of Ministers, Slovak 

representatives quite often voted according to the ideas and 

preferences of their political parties, thus the Slovak position 

was not a result of a co-ordinated government policy – let 

alone negotiations and consensus in the national parliament 

(Malová et al. 2005: 156). Although the situation has 

improved since – and currently with one-party in power co-

ordination between coalition parties within the government 

is simply not needed – Slovakia is still coping with the 

negotiation of its positions and preferences at home. This 

could be well illustrated by a paper published on the 10th 

anniversary of EU membership by the Slovak Ministry of 

Foreign and European Affairs. Although the vast majority of 

the paper is devoted to the evaluation of the first 10 years 

within the union, its final part summarizes future priorities. 

One of the three main goals is more effective public 

administration and one can find priorities such as: 

increasing the quality of the Slovak positions by analysing 

the effects of EU strategies and legislative proposals on 

Slovakia in order to improve the co-operation between 

various ministries when forming these positions; to increase 

the participation of the national parliament in the 

preparation of positions; and to improve the ability to push 

through Slovak positions in the EU with a full use of new 

system of co-ordination of EU issues in Slovakia – just to 

name a few (MZVEZ SR 2014: 31-32). 

To sum it up, there are many reasons for the current 

state of affairs – the trauma of being left out, the legacy of 

the asymmetric position during the accession process and 

the necessity of the completion of accession, the limited 

administrative capacities and combination of high support 

but low interest regarding European issues (the so-called 

Slovak paradox) all contributed to it. The goal was not to 

present here a systematic analysis of these factors, but 

rather an illustrative enumeration of the most important 

ones to support the main argument of this part of this 

paper: Slovakia is a responsible policy taker country trying 

to achieve the highest possible degree of integration 

without putting forward its own ideas and proposals (but 

going with the crowd) and many times it is even hard to 

find out clear Slovak positions or preferences on European 

issues.  

Considering the responsible transposition and 

implementation of EU legislation, the picture is still very 

impressive. Slovakia remained an eminent student: it has 

been traditionally below the EU-average in compliance 
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procedures (‘infringement proceedings’) 2  started by the 

Commission against the Member States which fail to comply 

with the EU law (MZVEZ SR 2014: 9). The European 

Commission in its latest annual report on monitoring of the 

application of EU law concluded that at the end of 2012 with 

33 open infringement cases, Slovakia had the sixth-best 

performance out of the EU-27 (European Commission 2013: 

41).3 From the 33 cases, only 4 were related to the internal 

market. Regarding the open late transposition cases (only 

eight by the end of 2012) Slovakia performed even better: 

it ranked joint 3rd in the EU-27 with Ireland (ibid.). In other 

words, the overall record of transposition and 

implementation of EU law in time is still very impressive. 

 

 

The EU funds – most important 

priority, largest failure 

It was a high priority for every single Slovak 

government to maximize the financial resources available 

from the common EU budget. At least on a rhetorical level, 

all government manifestos contain statements on full, 

effective, transparent etc. use of EU funds to support 

economic growth and convergence. Even before the 

accession, the 2002 Manifesto (of the right-wing second 

Dzurinda government) already stated that the full use of 

financial resources from structural funds to support the 

country’s economy is going to be an important goal 

(Manifesto… 2002: 10). Therefore “the Government will 

create the conditions for more effective and transparent use 

of EU funds both during the pre-accession process and after 

gaining EU membership” continues the document (ibid. p. 

42). According to the official programme document of the 

left-wing first Fico government (2006-2010), an efficient 

and better use of EU funds is one of the main tasks in the 

                                                      

2 Each Member State is responsible for the implementation of EU 
law (adoption of implementing measures before a specified 
deadline, conformity and correct application) within its own legal 
system. If Member States (due to action or omission) fail to fulfil 
their obligations under the EU law, the Commission launches formal 

field of public finance that the government shall focus on 

(The Manifesto… 2006: 5-6). A whole subchapter (‘Use of 

EU Funds’) is devoted to the topic which stresses the 

importance of the goal “to achieve the highest and the most 

efficient absorption of financial resources from the 

Structural Funds and from the Cohesion Fund in the 2007-

2013 programming period, following the objective to reach 

the multiplication effect when using EU and State budget 

funds” (ibid. 8). The short lived centre-right Radičová 

government (Mid 2010 – March 2012) also stressed the 

importance of a faster and more transparent use of EU 

funds in its manifesto: “The Government will use the 

experience with using EU funds in order to simplify the 

entire system, to make it more flexible and to speed up the 

drawing of EU funds, while intending to increase 

transparency and thus reducing the risk of abuse of these 

funds” (Civic… 2010: 9). And finally, the issue of using “EU 

funds effectively to modernise and develop the state and 

society” is one of the 10 main tasks the left-wing (single 

party) second Fico government has defined on the first page 

of its manifesto (Manifesto... 2012: 1). In a subchapter 

titled ‘Boosting economic development using resources from 

European Union funds’ it gives a further promise: “The 

Government will ensure processes and procedures towards 

a real and efficient use of funds allocated under operational 

programmes by the end of the 2007-2013 programming 

period, in compliance with their objectives and priority areas” 

(ibid. 26). Considering the EU’s new Financial Perspective 

for 2014–2020 the “Government will pay particular attention 

to removing historical imbalances and modernising the 

Common Agricultural Policy. At the same time, the 

Government will press for the highest possible added value 

and effectiveness of expenditures from the EU budget and 

focus on achieving an optimum budgetary position for 

Slovakia” (ibid. 6).  

To maintain this ‘optimal level’, e.g. net beneficiary 

budgetary position for Slovakia, the second Fico 

infringement procedure under the Article 258 of the Treaty on the 
Functioning of the European Union (European Commission 2014). 
3 The European Commission draws up an annual report on its 
monitoring of the application of EU law every single year, in 
response to requests from the European Parliament and the 
Member States. 
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government actively lobbied the EU institutions and co-

operated with similar countries. To preserve the cohesion 

funds during the next long-term EU budget for 2014-2020, 

it organized a high-level conference of the “Friends of 

Cohesion” group in Bratislava, 5th of October 2012 

(EurActive.com 2012). 4  Slovak Prime Minister Robert Fico 

stressed the importance of a strong cohesion budget at the 

meeting with statements like: “As much as 76% of all 

[public] investments in Slovakia are coming from EU funds. 

They are indispensable resources for us” (ibid.). The fight 

to maintain the net budgetary position was more than 

successful: the total allocation from EU structural and 

investment funds in 2014-2020 for Slovakia has been 

increased (compared to the previous long-term budget) by 

2.5 billion euros and reached 14.0 billion and on a per capita 

base (average annual allocation per capita is 369 €) Slovakia 

ended up on the second highest position just after Estonia 

(Jedlička – Rzentarzewska 2014: 9). 

To summarize, utilizing EU funds and maintaining the 

net beneficiary status to the largest possible extent has 

been a top priority. At least in theory, on a rhetorical level. 

However, the real absorption of the EU funds is quite a 

different story. 

The real picture shows that – in spite of all government 

aims and promises – Slovakia managed to spend just a little 

more than half of the available money till the near-end of 

the 2007-2013 financial perspective, which makes it one of 

the worst performing members in this regard (Figure 1). 

Taking out the late arrivals (Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia) 

from the comparison, Slovakia basically shares the last 

position with Malta within the EU-25. (It is important to note 

that under the general “n+2” rule, the Member States have 

the opportunity to spend funds by the end of the second 

year following the year in which they are allocated. This 

deadline was extended to three years, n+3 for the new 

Member States.) According to a national report on the 

                                                      

4 The Friends of Cohesion Group was formed in order to coordinate 
the positions of countries that are the main beneficiaries of the 
cohesion policy. In 2012 it consisted of 15 Member States: Bulgaria, 
Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
and Spain. Croatia, (then still outside the EU but due to join 1st July 
2013) cooperated closely with the Group. At the Bratislava meeting 

implementation and drawing of EU funds, the level of 

allocation reached 55,42 % of the available sources at the 

end of June 2014 (Vláda SR 2014: 1, 20).  

The sobering reality is very far from the declared 

objectives. To put it simply, the drawing of EU funds has 

been a clear failure, let alone their effective and transparent 

use. Drawing the money from the common budget – this 

has been a story full of corruption scandals so far – just like 

any ‘ordinary’ public procurement in Slovakia. In 2014, out 

of 11 Slovak Operational Programmes from the period 2007-

13, the European Commission suspended funding for nine, 

while only the ones dealing with the environment and 

(partially) employment and social inclusion remained 

unaffected (Vláda SR 2014: 41). According to the Slovak 

media, European auditors looked into a sample of EU-

funded projects, which were already cleared by a two-level 

Slovak check as flawless, but still found that majority of 

them suffered from exorbitant prices and flaws in the public 

procurement processes (Richterová 2014). In reaction, 

Finance Minister Peter Kažimír dismissed the general 

director of the Finance Ministry Audit and Supervision 

Department and announced changes to the national audit 

system (ibid.). The suspension just increased the already 

significant possibility that Slovakia will run out of time and 

consequently lose a substantial part of available resources 

from the EU budget. 

The Council for Fiscal Responsibility (a local fiscal 

watchdog) in an evaluation of the 2015-2017 national 

budget proposal warned that Slovakia might lose hundreds 

of millions of euros from the 2007-13 EU budget (Rada pre 

rozpočtovú zodpovednosť 2014: 6). While this is “only” a 

possibility – although an increasing one – some of the 

money was already lost. The European Commission 

definitely cancelled a significant part from the already 

approved payments. Up to mid-2014 the sources which 

(due to breaking EU or Slovak rules during their use) are 

the member states were represented by the prime ministers of 
Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Croatia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania and Slovenia. Cyprus, Greece, Lithuania, 
Malta and Spain sent other representatives. Presidents of the 
European Commission and the European Parliament, José Manuel 
Barroso and Martin Schulz also attended the meeting 
(EurActive.com 2012). 
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not going to be paid from the EU budget reached 135,7 

million euros (Vláda SR 2014: 27). 

Using more EU resources in a better way obviously 

remains a high priority for any Slovak government. But it is 

a huge challenge too. The paper published on the 10th 

anniversary of the EU membership by the Slovak Ministry of 

Foreign and European Affairs names ‘better management of 

EU sources’ as one of the three groups of priorities for the 

future. It includes goals like increasing the share of EU 

funds used, to increase the transparency of using these 

funds, to eliminate barriers of drawing the funds and to 

inform and advise better the public about the projects co-

financed from EU sources (MZVEZ SR 2014: 32). Mostly the 

same goals as all Slovak governments during the last ten 

years followed – unsuccessfully. 

 

 

Economic convergence – great 

success with questionable future 

Before accession to the EU, most projections 

estimated that economic benefits of the membership will 

outnumber costs and Slovakia is going to have higher GDP 

growth, rising foreign trade, foreign direct investments etc. 

– in other words, it is going to converge with the level of 

development of the old member states (Figeľ – Adamiš 

Figure 1: Percentage of funds allocated per Member State paid by the Commission (as of 15/04/2014) 

 

Note: Percentage of the total funds allocated per Member State that has been paid by the Commission, on the basis of claims submitted (as 

of 15/04/2014). Combined figures for the European Regional Development Fund, the Cohesion Fund and the European Social Fund. It also 

indicates the payment rate for territorial cooperation. 

Source: European Commission: Regional Policy – INFOREGIO 2014: EU cohesion funding – key statistics. 
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2003: 193-198). The need for convergence in terms of 

economic development and living standards appeared in 

many government documents. “The Government will rely 

on a macroeconomic framework that can safeguard stable 

and long-term sustainable growth of the Slovak economy 

and its overall convergence with the developed economies” 

– says the first Fico government’s Manifesto (The 

Manifesto… 2006: 5). At the same time, they stressed the 

need for a catching up process that ordinary people are 

going to experience too, due to their rising standard of 

living. Therefore the need for growth of average real wages, 

employment, social cohesion and improvement of quality of 

life is also on the agenda: “The Government is for the course 

of qualitative growth in the economy along with efficient 

investment and pro-export policies. Decreasing 

unemployment and the abysmal difference between the 

standard of living of citizens of the Slovak Republic and that 

of the developed Member States of the European Union” 

(ibid. 3). Very similar things were favoured by the second 

Fico government: “In connection with the fulfilment of 

strategic objectives under the cohesion policy, the 

Government desires to achieve a higher degree of 

convergence towards the EU-15 in terms of economic 

performance. It will concentrate on the implementation of 

changes to enhance Slovakia’s competitiveness and 

improve the quality of life” (Manifesto... 2012: 26).  

The convergence towards the EU or EU-15 average 

has been a huge success, Slovakia actually performed better 

than anybody could expect before the accession (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: GDP per capita in V4 countries as percentage of EU average (PPS measures, EU28 = 100) 

 

Note: Gross domestic product (GDP) is a measure for the economic activity. It is defined as the value of all goods and services produced 

less the value of any goods or services used in their creation. The volume index of GDP per capita in Purchasing Power Standards (PPS) is 

expressed in relation to the European Union (EU28). Basic figures are expressed in PPS, i.e. a common currency that eliminates the 

differences in price levels between countries allowing meaningful volume comparisons of GDP between countries. 

Source: Eurostat 
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According to the Erste Group Research, the Slovak GDP per 

capita in purchasing power standards increased from 49 % 

of the EU-15 average in 2003 to 71 % in 2013 – 

an impressive 22 percentage point jump in a decade 

(Erste… 2014: 3). A study by the Economic Institute of the 

Slovak Academy of Sciences found a similar increase, 

by approximately 20 percentage points (from around 50 to 

70 %) between 2004 and 2013 making Slovakia one of the 

best performers together with Poland and the Baltic states 

(Šikulová et al. 2014: 35). 

The access to the huge EU single market with 

(currently) over 500 million consumers and therefore 

expanding export opportunities certainly played an 

important role in the economic successes. For a small and 

open economy like Slovakia it is crucial to get access to 

foreign markets. During the EU membership, the economic 

openness of V4 countries increased further, and on average 

it reached the highest levels in Slovakia (Table 1).  

It is important to note that increasing exports to EU 

countries were the single most important factor behind 

accelerating Slovak exports, in spite of the fact that 

interestingly, the role of the European Union as Slovakia’s 

main trading partner has somewhat declined after the 

accession (Table 2). This decline happened nonetheless 

after three new member states (Bulgaria, Romania and 

Croatia) with relatively intensive economic ties to Slovakia 

                                                      

5 Large FDI inflows before and after the accession were part of the 
success story as well – see Figure 2. 

joined the EU since. However, paradoxically, even the 

increasing share of Extra-EU trade could be explained (to a 

large extent) by the foreign direct investments attracted by 

the (perspective of) EU membership. 5  For example, 

automotive companies that invested in Slovakia to supply 

almost exclusively the single market of the European Union 

later started to increase their exports to countries outside 

of it and sometimes they also increased the import of 

components that are assembled in their factories in 

Slovakia. The remarkable increase of Slovak exports to the 

Russian Federation and China can be explained mostly by 

the former, the large increase in the import from Korea by 

the latter factor (Table 2).  

To sum up, the EU membership, or before the 

accession the perspective of it, was a necessary 

precondition for export boom and attracted large-scale FDI 

to Slovakia. Table 3 illustrates that the Slovak export is 

highly concentrated in a few large multinational companies 

and the vast majority of their production goes to export 

markets. This is especially true for the automotive and 

electrical equipment companies built as greenfield 

investments. In their case the share of export on total 

revenue was over 98 percent in 2010. Without the 

opportunity of free access to the EU’s single market, these 

companies would never invest in Slovakia and the country 

would be doomed to remain a black hole – not only 

politically but on the maps of investors as well. 

 

Table 1: The Economic openness of the V4 countries (exports and imports of goods and services as % of GDP)  
  2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Czech 
Republic 

export 47  57 62  65  67  63  59 66  72  77  77 

import 48  57 60  63  64  61  55  63  68  72  71 

Hungary 
export 57  60 63  75  79  80  75 83  88  87  89 

import 61  64 65  76  78  80  71  77  81  81  81 

Poland 
export 33  35  35  38  39  38  38  40  43  45  46 

import 36  37  36  40  42  43  38 42  45  45  44  

Slovakia 
export 62  69 72  81  84  80  68  76  85  92  93  

import 64  71 77  85  85  83  69 78  86  88  88 

 

Source: World Bank. 
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Though EU-accession played a very important role in 

Slovak economic successes, we argue here that it was not 

the most important factor behind them. Being inside the 

single market was “just” the necessary precondition but 

automatically didn’t ensure the fast improvement of the 

economic situation. Otherwise neighbouring new members 

would have experienced fast convergence too; especially 

Hungary and the Czech Republic (both have similarly high 

degree of economic openness and Germany as a main 

trading partner – like Slovakia). It did not happen in their 

case because even after the accession national economic 

                                                      

6 Due to the delays caused by the deviant past Slovakia joined 
OECD and NATO later than its V4 neighbours, but managed to enter 

policies remained the most important factor determining the 

growth potential of the member states. So the argument is 

that the fast Slovak economic growth (indeed the fastest in 

the EU) and convergence in the first years of membership 

(up to crisis years starting in 2009) was the consequence of 

comprehensive in-depth structural reforms between 2002 

and 2006. Thanks to these reforms, Slovakia managed to 

leave behind its deviant past (black hole of Central Europe) 

and became the leading reformer of the region often 

referred to as the ‘Tatra tiger’.6 

the EU at the same time (2004) and was first in euro adoption (from 
2009) and is still the only V4 country using the single currency. 

Table 2: Territorial structure of Slovak foreign trade (percentage of imports and exports coming from/going to main 

trading partners – countries, groups of countries and continents) 
 Imports from Exports to 

 2005 2013 2005 2013 

OECD 69,7 63,0 89,5 85,9 

 USA 1,4 0,9 3,2 1,8 

 Japan 1,9 1,4 0,3 0,2 

 Turkey 0,6 0,6 1,0 1,6 

EU* 71,3 62,6 85,3 82,8 

 Germany 20,6 15,5 25,8 21,1 

 Czech Republic 12,8 10,4 14,2 13,6 

 Austria 3,9 2,5 7,1 6,1  

 Italy 4,8 3,1 6,6 4,5 

 Poland 4,1 4,7 6,3 8,3 

 Hungary 3,6 4,4 5,9 6,2 

 France  3,3 2,8 3,9 5,0 

 UK 1,8 1,1 3,1 4,6 

 The Netherlands 1,4 1,1 3,4 2,3 

 Romania 0,5 1,1 1,6 2,0 

 Switzerland  0,8 0,7 0,8 1,6 

Russian Federation 10,7 10,2 1,6 4,0 

Ukraine 1,4 1,0 1,3 0,7 

Asia 11,9 22,5 3,3 5,9 

 China 3,3 7,2 0,4 2,5 

 South Korea 2,6 8,6 0,1 0,1 

 Taiwan 1,3 0,7 0,1 0,0 

 

Note: * 25 Member States in 2005 and 28 in 2013 (with Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia). 

Source: Štatistický úrad Slovenskej republiky: Celkový dovoz a celkový vývoz podľa kontinentov a ekonomických zoskupení krajín. 
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  Table 3: Top ten exporters of Slovakia in 2010 
 

Name of the company sector 

Exports 
(€ millions) 

Change 
(%) 

Export/ 
sales 

(%, 2010) 
2010 2009 2010/09 

1. Volkswagen Slovakia, a.s. automotive 4 024 2 925 37,6 99,6 

2. Samsung Electronics Slovakia, s.r.o. electrical equipment 3 247 3 168 2,5 100,0 

3. Kia Motors Slovakia, s.r.o. automotive 2 872 1 648 74,2 99,4 

4. Slovnaft, a.s. oil refinery 2 384 1 925 23,8 68,2 

5. U.S. Steel Košice, s.r.o. metallurgy 2 121 1 531 38,5 85,9 

6. PCA Slovakia, s.r.o. automotive 1 622 1 835 - 11,6 98,1 

7. Foxconn Slovakia, s.r.o. electrical equipment 1 427 1 238 15,3 100,0 

8. Slovenský plynárenský priemysel, a.s. 
(Slovak Gas Company) energy 1 023 627 63,3 32,7 

9. Slovenské elektrárne, a.s. (Slovak 
Electric Power) energy 724 468 54,7 33,2 

10. Železiarne (Iron) Podbrezová, a.s. metallurgy 363 290 25,2 88,0 

 Total merchandise export of Slovakia 48 791 39 721 22,8 - 

 

Note: s.r.o. = Limited Liability Company, a.s. = Joint Stock Limited Liability Company. 

Source: Trend 2011: Trend Top 2011. TREND 45/2011, p. 39 and Morvay et al. 2011: 70. 

 

 

Figure 3: FDI inflows to Slovakia (in millions of euros) 

 

Note: Preliminary data for 2012 and 2013.  

Source: Národná banka Slovenska. 
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Contrary to many previous reforms, the ones 

described below were not necessary to fulfil any accession 

criteria nor were they basic conditions of a functioning 

market economy. Instead of the usual support from abroad, 

some of these measures even provoked opposition or at 

least scepticism. The best example is the introduction of the 

flat tax which was widely criticized by some leaders of the 

old member states (including then German Chancellor 

Schröder and Swedish Prime Minister Persson) and the 

International Monetary Fund also declined to support it 

(Oravec 2008: 66-68).  

To put it briefly, the pre-crisis economic boom and the 

related fast convergence were mostly the consequence of 

the in-depth structural reforms of two consecutive 

governments (led by Mikuláš Dzurinda), especially the 

second Dzurinda government’s (2002-2006) comprehensive 

and ambitious package of reforms. The results were 

spectacular. While at the turn of the millennium all Slovak 

economic indicators (GDP growth, public deficit, public debt, 

credit rating, interest paid on government bonds, 

employment rate, FDI inflows etc.) were the worst or the 

second worst within the V4 group, after the reforms almost 

all indicators became the best or second best.7 The reforms 

also gained international attention and recognition: in 2005, 

Slovakia was the world’s “leading reformer” in the World 

Bank’s “Doing Business” report, ranking 18th out of the 137 

countries surveyed – just to mention one (Tupy 2010). In 

some regard the Tatra Tiger served as a model even for 

developed countries, the flat tax reform can be a good 

example. Slovakia was not only the first V4 country to 

introduce flat tax, but also the first OECD member and also 

                                                      

7 For example, in 2000 Slovakia had the worst rating (on sovereign 
debt) among all V4 countries, after 2006 Slovakia ranked first in 
the region. (Mikloš 2008: 60). 
8 For a more detailed description and elaboration of the reforms see 
for example: Brook – Leibfritz 2005, Mikloš 2008 and Moore 2005. 
9 The new 19% flat personal income tax replaced 21 different tax 
rates, including a fiveband rate structure on wage income that 
ranged from 10 to 38 percent, and withholding tax rates on capital 
income ranging from 5 to 25 percent. The corporate tax rate 
decreased to 19% from 25% (in 2003/2004 after 29% in 
2000/2001 and 40% before). The single value-added tax (VAT) rate 
of 19 % replaced dual VAT rates of 14 and 20 %. It was increased 
to achieve fiscal neutrality. A separate reform modestly reduced 
overall social contribution rates by 2.4 percentage points and 

the first state to join the Eurozone with such a tax system 

(Oravec 2008: 58-59). 

In order to explain the role of the reforms we provide 

their short description, the most important ones were the 

following:8 

Tax reform: From 2004, the government 

implemented a fundamental tax reform which unified the 

rate structure of the tax system by introducing a flat tax 

which set the tax rates of the personal income tax (PIT), 

the corporate income tax (CIT) and the value added tax 

(VAT) all equal to 19% (Brook – Leibfritz 2005: 5). This 

reform has made the tax system much simpler and more 

transparent because together with the introduction of the 

flat tax most exceptions, exemptions and special regimes 

were eliminated. The reform shifted the tax burden from 

direct to indirect taxes and the declining income tax rates 

were also partially compensated by broadened tax bases to 

achieve fiscal neutrality.9 To end with the double taxation 

of one income (where possible) the reform eliminated 

dividend tax, gift tax, inheritance tax and real estate 

transfer tax.  

Pension reform: A three-pillar pension system was 

created, while the first pillar was the continuation of the 

former pay-as-you-go system with some modifications 10 

and the second obligatory capitalization pillar (based on 

pension savings) was newly created. The third pillar of 

voluntary pension savings was added and supported with 

some increased tax advantages. Half of old-age social 

security contributions (9% from 18% - deducted from the 

gross wage) had been transferred to the new pension fund 

increased the ceilings for pension and unemployment insurance 
contributions. (Moore 2005: 4 and Brook – Leibfritz 2005: 6.) To 
ensure political pass of tax reform the nontaxable income was 
increased significantly, almost 2,5 times and in addition 
continuously valorized. This move prevented the increase of 
taxation of low income groups, the real effective tax burden 
decreased for them as well. Effective rate therefore remained 
progressive; people with low income do not pay anything, while 
high incomes are taxed almost with 19%. (Mikloš 2008: 64). 
10 Some parametric reforms tried to make the pay-as-you-go first 
pillar more sustainable, for example the original retirement age (for 
men 60 and 53 – 57 for women depending on number of children) 
was gradually increased to 62 years of age for both sexes.  
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management companies (PFMC) in the second pillar which 

was obligatory for everybody who entered the labour 

market after 30.06.2005 for the first time but free to choose 

for those who already were on the market (they had to 

decide by the same date). Interest in entering the second 

pillar was relatively high, more than 1.5 million people opted 

for one of the six new PFMCs.11 The transitional deficit in 

the first pillar (around 2% of the GDP annually) was covered 

from privatization revenues. 

Health-care reform: 12  The reform tried to 

consolidate the financial situation of the sector by bailing 

out the indebted providers but transforming them into non-

profit or joint-stock companies and imposing hard budget 

constraints to avoid the accumulation of new debts. The 

government also tried to privatize the providers or placed 

them in the ownership of local or regional governments or 

nonprofit organizations to ensure that real and responsible 

owners will look over their finances (instead of the negligent 

state management packed with political nominees and 

facing soft budget constraint). Health insurance companies 

were also transformed into joint-stock companies. Small, 

rather symbolic fees were introduced for consultation with 

a physician (primary care) or visiting a specialist, for drug 

prescription, for hospitalisation (i.e. room and board) and 

for transport. The main reason was to decrease the excess 

demand, give additional resources to doctors/hospitals 

(they kept the fees) but also to demonstrate that health-

care is not free of charge and to give incentives to people 

to improve their lifestyles. The reform was not completed 

                                                      

11 Since the second pillar had been opened four times (by the first 
and second Fico governments) with the possibility to leave or enter. 
Last time, between 15th March 2015 and 15th June 2015 158 310 
people left the system and 19 288 entered (Ministerstvo práce… 
2015). After this, the second pillar pension funds still have 
approximately 1.4 million members.  
12 Based on: Pažitný et al. 2005: Reform Models: Health Reform 
in Slovakia. Health Policy Institute, Bratislava. 
13 Mainly due to the introduction of fees the excess demand and 
over-consumption significantly decreased: the visits to general 
practitioners fell by 10%, the first aid calls by 13%. On the other 
hand the visits to specialists and hospitals hadn’t decreased much 
(1%), this shows that the user fees didn’t prevent the access to 
health-care. User fees also increased the cash income of physicians 
by 2-300 euros per month. Another impact of the fees was a drop 
in corruption (its perception but also the amount of gratuities given 
according to the public opinion polls). The transformed health-care 

as the government failed to transform the largest university 

hospitals into joint-stock companies, and the state General 

Health-care Insurance Company remained the single 

dominant player on the (insurance) market, controlling 

approximately two thirds of the population – so there was 

no effective competition. In spite of this half-way ending 

many economic indicators improved significantly.13  

Reform of the social system and the labor 

market: The main philosophy under the motto “working 

will pay off” was to motivate people to actively seek jobs 

instead of passively wait for welfare benefits. A more 

Flexible Labor Code was adopted to liberalize the labor 

market, conditionality14 and incentives (activation benefits) 

were strengthened 15  in the welfare system and various 

measures were adopted to decrease the possibilities to 

abuse it 16  (Beblavý 2007: 3-5). “A principle of income 

differentiation between those who work and those who do 

not and also between those who want to work and be active 

and those who do not was a significant part of the reform.” 

(Mikloš 2008: 76).  

Fiscal decentralization: More than 90% of the 

personal income tax was assigned to local (70,3%) and 

regional (23,5%) governments (responsible for local 

hospitals, social services, planning, roads and culture as 

well as primary and secondary education) which received 

complete autonomy concerning the local and regional taxes, 

primarily the real estate tax at the local level and vehicle tax 

at the regional level (Beblavý 2005: 34). 

providers (after facing hard budget constraints) stopped to produce 
new debt while those remaining in state hands continued to do so. 
Thanks to the new standards and the prescription fee the drug 
expenditure in the first half of 2004 declined by 11.7% on a year-
on-year basis – before 2002 it used to rise by double digit rates 
annually. In 2005 after 10 years of continuous deficits all insurance 
companies were in profits. (Pažitný et al. 2005) 
14 For example the unemployment benefit was made available only 
those who contributed at least 3 of the last 4 years and was paid 
for the maximum of 6 months.  
15 A number of new benefits were created for the working poor, 
available to families in which the adults are either working or 
participating in active labor market programs (ALMPs). 
16 Sickness benefits were reformed combining lower benefits for the 
first three days and shifting the responsibility for the first 10 days 
to employers. 
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The future of remarkable successes in economic 

growth and convergence is, however, wobbly. Although the 

Slovak economy experienced a relatively strong recovery 

after the 2009 recession and the GDP returned to pre-crisis 

levels already in 2011, other economic indicators remained 

far below their former levels. Fast convergence turned to 

stagnation (Figure 1), FDI inflows dramatically decreased 

(Figure 2), public debt (as percent of GDP) has doubled 

during the last 6 years and employment remained well 

below its 2008 peak. Before the full ‘arrival’ of the crisis in 

2009, economic growth was driven by a strong inflow of FDI 

in export-oriented manufacturing, particularly in automotive 

sectors and consumer electronics (flat screens) – since the 

crisis, the inflow of large, wage-cost sensitive and job-

creating FDI projects has come to a standstill (OECD 2012: 

15). Since the crisis the Slovak economy has been still 

driven by exports of the former investors who arrived during 

or shortly after the 2002-2006 reforms. It is necessary to 

add that there were no major structural reforms since that 

time. On the contrary, the two Fico governments (2006-

2010 and 2012-present) first started with small changes of 

the previous reforms but these gradual steps later –from 

2012 – turned to full-scale systematic destruction. Most of 

the 2002-2006 reforms have been abolished since. 

The structural reforms were basically sacrificed for the 

sake of fiscal consolidation (Table 4). The flat tax was 

abolished: a second rate (25%) of personal income tax was 

introduced and the corporate income tax was increased 

from 19 to 23%. Slovakia became the first new member 

state of the European Union which first successfully 

implemented the flat income tax and later abolished it. 

Although the changes seem to be rather modest, in fact, 

corporate income tax is the highest among all new members 

of the EU from Estonia to Bulgaria even after its decrease 

to 22% from 2014. The temporary selective extra taxes 

 

Table 4: The most important measures within the second Fico-government’s consolidation package and their 

estimated fiscal effects 

Description of the measure 
Estimated positive impact on public 

finances (ESA 95 methodology, thousand 
euros) 

 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Pension system: the contribution rate to the second pillar reduced from 9 to 4% of 
gross wage, possibility to return from the combination of two pillars to just the first 
one (up to the end of January 2013). 

185 373  701 363  505 381  535 550  

Abolishing the 19% flat tax: the corporate income tax will be increased from 19 
to 23%, in the case of personal income tax a second rate of 25% will be introduced 
for a monthly income above EUR 3 311. 

0 351 240 378 415 405 909 

Social security and health-care contributions have to be paid from earnings from the 
so-called work-agreements (previously only 19% income tax and a minor 1% 
insurance was deducted). 

0  124 807  131 085  139 113  

Maximum assessment base for social security and health-care contributions will be 
increased and unified at five times the average wage. 

0  129 977  138 985  150 040  

Increasing the bank levy: the tax base of the bank levy (0.4% of the liabilities) 
introduced in 2012 will be broadened to the deposits guaranteed by the state 
(basically household deposits), plus an extraordinary single levy for 2012. 62 369 88 997 88 997 5 678 

Temporary extra taxes levied on profits in regulated sectors (like energy, 
telecommunication, insurance, postal services) . 

31 401  81 000 0 0 

Higher social security and health-care contributions paid by the self-employed. 
0 51 517 74 618 94 169 

Fees for public (TV and radio) broadcasting reintroduced. 0 73 881 73 979 73 988 

Total 
278 847  

1 628 
373  

1 432 
793  

1 452 
169  

 

Source: Ministerstvo financií 2013: Rozpočet verejnej správy na roky 2013 až 2015 - schválený NR SR, p. 15, 16. 
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(on banks, regulated companies) increased the uncertainty 

of investors. While consolidation efforts resulted in the 

substantial reduction of public deficit (public debt is still 

rising) they have put a definite end to the Tatra Tiger story.  

In the absence of new structural reforms the return to 

fast convergence is highly unlikely; one can expect rather 

stagnation around the already achieved level of relative 

economic development. In other words Slovakia risks falling 

into the so-called Middle Income Trap. 

 

 

Opening up the labour markets 

The potential benefits of the free movement of 

citizens, especially in the form of labour migration were 

clear from the beginning: lower unemployment in Slovakia, 

remittances sent by labour migrants, higher foreign 

investments and skills and experiences gained by 

(returning) migrants (Figeľ – Adamiš 2003: 45). Considering 

the very high unemployment rate in Slovakia during the EU 

enlargement, it is not surprising that consecutive Slovak 

governments preferred the opening up of the labour 

markets of other EU members (especially the EU-15) to a 

largest possible extent in the least amount of time. The First 

Fico government’s Manifesto provides an illustration for this: 

“The Government shall assert the finalisation of the building 

of the EU common internal market and gradual removal of 

barriers on the European labour market and in the field of 

services, as well as energy. It shall intensify efforts 

concerning the shortening of the transitional periods 

applicable to free movement of labour and struggle for 

equal rights for our citizens on the European labour market” 

(Manifesto… 2006: 57). The Slovak Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs “continued in its intensive diplomatic efforts” in 

persuading the old member states to lift the arrangements 

for years (MZVEZ SR 2008: 13) and Slovakia also used V4 

cooperation as a platform to stress the idea of unrestricted 

free movement of workers. As early as in March 2004 (less 

than two months before the accession), Slovak president 

Rudolf Schuster used the opportunity of the V4 presidential 

summit in Košice, Slovakia to express his belief that 

transitional arrangements will be abolished in two years 

 

Table 5: Labour migration from Slovakia during the first decade of EU membership (Number of Slovak citizens 

working abroad in thousands, Slovak Labour Force Survey data which refer to the fourth quarters of the given years) 

Total 
employment 

2003/4 2004/4 2005/4 2006/4 2007/4 2008/4 2009/4 2010/4 2011/4 2012/4 2013/4 

2 170,6 2 199,8 2 254,7 2 332,7 2 398,3 2 466,0 2 329,6 2 339,4 2 351,5 2 342,8 2 327,1 

 Working abroad 

Together 83,9 119,0 136,3 168,8 185,7 163,0 131,7 124,7 114,6 126,5 134,2 

Czech 
Republic 48,2 70,1 65,7 70,7 72,9 67,5 47,9 51,2 43,3 47,1 41,3 

UK 5,5 7,8 17,1 25,5 29,7 19,3 15,1 10,4 9,0 8,0 9,3 

Hungary 2,7 10,1 13,7 19,6 18,5 18,2 14,8 11,4 9,0 6,7 5,6 

Austria 4,0 8,6 10,8 12,3 18,4 17,3 22,2 24,9 24,8 29,8 40,8 

Germany 7,5 8,0 6,0 9,1 10,4 10,1 8,4 5,6 7,6 11,1 14,0 

Ireland 0,4 1,4 4,1 8,8 10,5 7,3 3,0 3,5 1,0 0,9 1,7 

Italy  3,6 4,1 6,3 6,9 7,9 8,7 3,2 3,1 4,0 4,2 4,4 

 

Note: Based on the survey of a representative sample of 10 250 households in Slovakia. From 2010 data only for short-term work migration 

(intention to stay abroad less than one year) – therefore the data from 2010 are not fully compatible with the data from previous years 

(which include all labour migrants regardless of the planned length of their stay in a foreign country). All data include time unlimited 

commuting. 

Source: Štatistický úrad Slovenskej republiky (2004-2014). Výsledky výberového zisťovania pracovných síl za: 4. štvrťrok 2003 – 4. 

štvrťrok 2013. 
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by the EU (Teraz Slovensko 2014). Of course, this was 

overly optimistic, in fact, apart from these declarations and 

communiqués Slovakia had no real means to influence the 

decisions of old member states regarding the use of their 

right to apply transitional arrangements limiting the free 

movement of labour. Therefore the removal of the barriers 

had been a gradual process with two key countries, 

Germany and Austria using the maximum 7 years period (up 

to May 2011) restricting access to their labour markets for 

NMS workers (Šikulová et al. 2014: 150).  

Nevertheless, Slovak labour migration had been still 

relatively intensive in the first years of its EU membership 

and labour demand and supply proved to be more important 

factors than administrative restrictions in the form of 

transitional arrangements (Gál 2011). The overall positive 

impact of labour flows on the unemployment rate in the V4 

region and positive flow of remittances is unquestionable 

(Erste… 2014: 10). 

During the first few years after the accession, FDI and 

labour migration worked together in decreasing the very 

high unemployment rate in Slovakia. Using the opportunity 

of free movement Slovak labour migration has intensified 

after the EU accession, more Slovak citizens were looking 

or work opportunities abroad, mostly in other EU Member 

States. The intensity of labour migration from Slovakia was 

similar to Poland and the Baltic countries and thus in line 

with Slovakia’s relative level of economic development. The 

labour migration reached its peak during 2007 when 

approximately 250 000 Slovak citizens (roughly one tenth of 

total employment) worked in foreign countries (Gál 2011: 

236). Between 2004 and 2007 about half of the employment 

growth was due to the increase of labour migration (Table 

5). The work opportunities in other Member States helped 

to mitigate the high unemployment in Slovakia. From 2008 

the number of Slovak citizens working abroad started to 

decline, but later the stock of labour migrants has stabilised. 

Table 5 based on Slovak labour force survey (LFS) data 

provides an overview about the labour migration. Although 

                                                      

17 Disputes between Russia and Ukraine over the price of gas and 
transport fees in January 2009 caused the full cut-off of gas 
supplies through Ukraine (interrupted for 11 days, altogether 17 

according to most experts the LFS tends to underestimate 

the number of citizens working abroad by around 25-30 

percent, it is still the best available dataset (Divinský, 2007: 

109). However, the data in Table 5 should be interpreted 

accordingly. 

There are two important challenges for the future 

regarding the free movement of labour. 1. Although the 

restrictions (transitional periods) ended in 2011, the free 

movement of labour from the NMS is increasingly under 

attack, some old members (notably – but not only – the 

United Kingdom) are arguing for new restrictions. Here 

Slovakia together with new and old members should stress 

for the unconditional acceptance of the free movement of 

people as one of the corner stones of the single market and 

the whole European integration project. So far there was no 

coordinated effort in this field. 2. At the same time it is 

necessary to devote attention to the potentially negative 

effects of migration like brain drain, population decline or 

labour shortages in some segments of the labour market 

(Figeľ – Adamiš 2003: 45-46, Šikulová et al. 2014: 154). It 

is the country’s task to make the domestic labour market 

more attractive and giving a chance for migrants to return 

to Slovakia. Otherwise there is a rising risk that an 

increasing share of temporary or circular migration will turn 

to permanent emigration and Slovakia is going to lose 

talents, brains, skilled and experienced workers, therefore 

part of its most active and productive citizens.  

 

 

Energy security 

The 2009 gas crisis was an important catalyst for the 

NMS, especially Slovakia, to focus on energy security and 

for the EC to take their concerns seriously (Mišík 2013: 

10). 17  “Neither Slovakia nor the Czech Republic were 

prepared to face a situation when no gas flowed from 

Ukraine, even though a similar gas crisis had occurred in 

states were affected) for the very first time in the almost 40-year 
history of Russian export to Europe (Mišík 2013: 10). 
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2006” (ibid.). It is not surprising that energy security and 

the need for diversification of energy resources, especially 

natural gas has been high on the agenda since. The 

Radičová government in its Manifesto stated that “The 

Government will create conditions for the diversification of 

energy resources, support the development of energy 

infrastructure with an emphasis on regional projects, 

ensuring a link between the electric, gas and oil grids of the 

Slovak Republic with the grids of neighbouring countries 

and to strengthen the energy security of the region” (Civic… 

2010: 13). Another idea was to co-operate with countries in 

the region to obtain financial support from EU funds to 

implement these energy projects of a common regional 

interest (ibid.). The second Fico government seems to give 

even more importance to energy issues with its one page 

subchapter titled ‘Energy’ and weighty expressions in its 

Manifesto: “The Government regards sufficient energy 

security for the economy and an undisrupted life in 

households as one of the critical elements of the security of 

the state” (Manifesto... 2012: 20). Diversification even 

though not used explicitly remained a priority too: “The 

Government will enhance the security of supplies and 

independence from a sole supplier, thus improving the 

competitive environment by intensively developing links 

with gas networks, including the use of LNG and links with 

electric grids in the neighbouring countries” (ibid.). 

According to Matúš Mišík, an energy policy expert at 

the Comenius University’s Department of Political Science, 

the Slovak and other NMS’ support or opposition towards 

further integration of energy policy within the EU is 

influenced by the perceptions of decision makers about their 

state’s strength and vulnerability (Mišík 2013: 16). While 

analysing the energy policies of the Czech Republic, Poland 

and Slovakia, he identified five preferences to improve their 

energy security; three of them in favour of deepening the 

integration, because decision makers perceive them as 

vulnerabilities of their state, and two against further 

integration, because decision makers think their state is 

able to deal with possible challenges on their own (ibid.):  

                                                      

18 In fact the government did not prohibit the import, the legislation 
only requires proof of origin (of electricity); so utilities are not 

1. support for the creation of a common energy 

policy; 

2. support of diversification;  

3. support of solidarity; 

4. keeping the energy mix in domestic hands; 

5. and opposing of further liberalization 

In the first three cases the most important aim is to 

improve the weak negotiating position vis-à-vis Russia: 

“A common energy policy would improve the 

negotiating position of member states, as they would 

not have to deal with the supplier on their own, but 

would be represented by a bigger entity with a much 

stronger position during negotiations. Diversification 

of sources and transport routes as well as solidarity 

among the member states is also supposed to improve 

their negotiating position. Both preferences reduce 

reliance on current importers (that is, Russia) and can 

create a back-up plan to deal with a sudden 

interruption of supply” (Mišík 2013: 16). 

On the other hand, maintaining sovereignty over the 

energy mix and thus opposing harmonization is seen as a 

safeguard against the restriction of some important 

domestic energy sources (especially coal and nuclear) 

coming from environmentalist and anti-nuclear camps in the 

EU. Germany’s 2011 decision to phase out its nuclear power 

plants by 2022 might by a good illustration of the Slovak 

and V4 fears (Nič et al. 2014: 14). But certainly not the only 

one: for example one of the first – unsuccessful – European 

Citizen Initiatives (a tool of direct democracy introduced by 

the Lisbon Treaty) called for abandoning nuclear energy 

throughout the European Union and in 2012 German 

parliamentarians from the Green Party declared that their 

country should stop buying electricity produced at nuclear 

plants – as a reaction to Czech nuclear development plans 

(Szalai 2013). The example of Austria demonstrates that 

this is not an unrealistic threat: from 2015 Austria became 

100 percent nuclear-free after its “ban” on imports of 

nuclear power went into effect (Morris 2015).18 Since such 

forced to stop imports by law they just voluntarily agreed not to 
purchase any nuclear power, merely responding to market demand. 
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restrictions (on some energy sources) might result in the 

decline of domestic energy security (including the security 

of electricity supply), they represent a threat which is 

multiplied due to the domestic sensitivity of the topic. Some 

of the NMS (including Slovakia) were asked during pre-

accession negotiations with the EU to shut down their old 

nuclear power plants (NPP) with old Soviet-type reactors, 

so nuclear energy for them is a very sensitive topic and they 

do not want to lose control over it (Mišík 2010: 102) “They 

argue that in order to compensate for shortages of 

electricity caused by this commitment they may have to 

build new NPP” (ibid.). Actually the current Slovak 

government is doing exactly this: “The Government will 

create conditions for self-sufficiency and export capacities 

in electricity production, an optimal energy mix… 

The Government will speed up the preparations for the 

construction of a new nuclear site in the area of Jaslovské 

Bohunice and will use all possibilities to speed up the 

completion of the 3rd and 4th unit of the nuclear power 

plant in Mochovce” (Manifesto... 2012: 20). The second Fico 

government haven’t been so successful yet in achieving 

these priorities, the finalisation of the two reactor blocks in 

Mochovce has been postponed once again in 2014 and the 

grandiose plans in Bohunice are becoming more and more 

unrealistic.19 Apart from this, Slovakia in 2013 successfully 

lobbied the European Commission and the European 

Parliament to receive over 200 million euros as partial 

compensation for the costs incurred in the decommissioning 

of two ageing reactor blocks in Jaslovské Bohunice in 2006 

and 200820 (Nič et al. 2014: 15). 

But that has been the only result the country has 

achieved within the EU regarding nuclear energy issues. The 

establishment of the Czech-Slovak-EU initiative, the 

European Nuclear Energy Forum (ENEF), created after 

energy cooperation within the V4 had stalled, was a clear 

failure: the ENEF met for the first time in Bratislava in 

                                                      

19 The Czech ČEZ group, a partner in the planned construction of a 
new reactor at Bohunice, has retreated. Russian nuclear state 
owned company Rosatom has signaled its willingness to fill the void 
but only under the condition of guaranteed electricity prices (Nič et 
al. 2014: 15).. 

October 2007 and for the second time in Prague in May 

2008, without any tangible results (Nosko 2010: 83). 

Finally, the opposition to further energy liberalization 

within the EU was mostly explained by the danger of 

Russian influence. Liberalization can ‘backfire’ on the efforts 

to increase energy security, as a liberalized environment can 

lead to takeovers of transmission systems by Russian 

companies which in turn might reduce energy security and 

increase dependence of countries like Slovakia (Mišík 2013: 

17). This is certainly an important reason but some political 

considerations also might have played some role, namely 

the government influence over energy prices through public 

ownership of dominant, vertically integrated energy 

companies like the Slovak Gas Company (SPP). The second 

Fico government made it clear from the beginning that in 

further energy liberalisation, national interest (i.e. energy 

prices) will come first: “When implementing measures from 

the EU’s Third Energy Package, the Government will first 

and foremost take into account the economic interests of 

the Slovak Republic, the protection of vulnerable customers, 

and the fight against energy poverty” (Manifesto... 2012: 

20). In 2013 E.ON and RWE, former shareholders of SPP 

sold their 49 % stake to local equity company – EPH (and 

J&T) that consequently sold its share in a retail part of SPP 

to the Slovak state, keeping only the profitable divisions 

(distribution and transportation) for itself (Mothana – 

Korcek 2013: 82). After the state acquired 100 percent 

control over the retail part of SPP (which is the largest seller 

of natural gas to households and companies) Prime Minister 

Fico was quick to announce that: “We are gaining a total 

control over gas prices. We don’t have to be afraid that 

some price increases regarding gas prices for households 

will occur from the beginning of the next year [2015]” 

(Holeš 2013). This was quite a clear manifestation of the 

misuse of public ownership for populist vote-hunting and a 

good illustration of the perceived ‘independence’ of the 

Regulatory Office for Network Industries (in theory the 

20  After the decommissioning of two Soviet-type reactors in 
Jaslovské Bohunice, which was a precondition to the country’s EU 
accession, four reactor blocks are currently in operation (two in 
Bohunice and two in Mochove), while two more, in Mochovce, are 
due to come online in the next few years. Another possible reactor, 
in Bohunice, is planned to be built by 2025 (Nič et al. 2014: 15). 
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independent regulation authority). This behaviour even has 

the potential to hurt diversification efforts. The Slovak state, 

in ownership of the dominant gas trading company and with 

power over regulation authority, poses a serious threat of 

market distortion which might change the intention of some 

market players to invest in and trade with Slovakia 

(Mothana – Korcek 2013: 82). 

In short, there were various reasons behind the 

attitude of the Slovak government to curb further 

liberalization efforts on the energy market and to protect 

                                                      

21 The eight countries were the following: Austria, Bulgaria, France, 
Germany, Greece, Luxembourg, Latvia and the Slovak Republic. 
22  “The first two options were the division of distribution from 
supply (ownership unbundling) and the creation of an independent 

large vertically integrated energy companies from being 

dismantled. Slovakia was one of those eight countries21 that 

submitted a proposal that outlined a “third option” for the 

Commission’s third energy liberalization package in 200822 

(Mišík 2010: 109). It basically watered down the unbundling 

solution (i.e. the division of gas and electricity distribution 

from supply) proposed by the European Commission to 

increase competition. Slovakia, in co-operation with other 

countries, successfully fought out the possibility to avoid the 

breakup of the Slovak Gas Company.  

operator without unbundling. The third proposal suggested that fair 
competition (the main aim of unbundling) could be achieved by 
safeguarding the full independence of transmission system 
operators from their parents” (Mišík 2010: 109). 
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