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Providing leadership in uncertain times
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Slovakia.

At the heart of a changing Europe

Slovakia’s term as president of the Council of the European Union last year was defined by
its promise to promote an economically strong and globally engaged Europe. It also threw
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open the country’s doors to tourists, officials and investors, showcasing its strong leadership
skills, growing economy, ample business opportunities and potential as a tourist destination.

www.the-report.com/slovakia

Weriter: Rebecca Conan

INTERVIEW

Finance minister steadies the Slovak ship
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Big deals drawing big developments
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Slovak surprises

The Slovak capital Bratislava hosted a key EU summit in September 2016. Photo: TTstudio | Shutterstock

Providing leadership in uncertain times

OVERVIEW Slovakia took the reins of the Council of the European Union last June at its most turbulent
moment with a surging migration crisis and the surprise Brexit decision. Despite the turmoil, Slovakia
steered the union through difficult times, securing landmark agreements

Slovakia, a European Union (EU) member state
since 2004, assumed the rotating presidency
of the Council of the EU in July 2016, with
bold plans for deepening the economic mon-
etary union, expanding the single market and
better communicating the European ideal to
citizens. Faced with the unprecedented chal-
lenges of the UK’s surprise decision to leave
the EU and an ever-worsening migration crisis
spurred by the Syrian civil war, the Slovak

leadership leaves behind alegacy of important
trade and environment deals from a presidency
widely heralded as a success.

“Brexit is an opportunity to
reimagine a new project”

Robert Fico
Prime Minister

Key achievements in the trade and investment
arena include the adoption of a proposal to
extend the European Fund for Strategic Invest-
ment, also known as the Juncker Plan, which
will mobilise financing of atleast halfa trillion
euros by 2020, providing a significant stimulus
to small- and medium-size companies. Slova-
kia’s six months at the helm also coincided
with a boost to EU business opportunities
with Canada as the Council adopted a deci-
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3. The River Danube bisects the city. 4. Slovakia’s new branding campaign. Photos: SARIO

sion to sign a trade agreement to remove 99%
of tariffs between the two economies.

The Slovak presidency oversaw the ratifica-
tion of the Paris Agreement on climate change,
which commits countries to
adopt measures to keep global
temperature rises below 2°C and
ideally no more than 1.5°C. In
another key environment deal,
Slovakia agreed to draft legis-
lation with the European Par-
liament to limit mercury use, a
highly toxic pollutant that pre-
sents a major health risk.
While one of Slovakia’s policy

“The presidency

relationship. Prime among Slovakia’s concerns
is the fate of the around 90,000 of its citizens
living and working in the UK. Slovak Prime
Minister Robert Fico has warned Britain that
he will not hesitate to block any
future trade accord that threat-
ens the key EU principle of free
movement of workers, but his
UK counterpart Theresa May has
yet to provide any guarantees.
What was clear during May’s
meeting with Prime Minister
Fico in Bratislava last July was
the importance of trade links
between the two nations.

priorities, EU enlargement, wasa Umque “The trade and investment
failed to make headway, the opportunityfor OuUr between our two countries is
Council did agree to grant Geor- trv t t flourishing,” said May after the
gian nationals visa-free travel to country to presen meeting. “It matters to both of

Schengen countries as part of its
Eastern Partnership strategy,
which seeks to ensure stability
in countries east of the EU.

Post-Brexit opportunities

Slovakia took over the Council

presidency just days after the UK’s shock deci-
sion to leave the EU, which plunged the Euro-
pean ideal into crisis and brought a new set of
challenges and opportunities to the UK-Slovak
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itselfin the EU and
beyond”

Ivan Korcok
State Secretary

us that we maintain the closest
possible economic relationship
once the UK has left the Euro-
pean Union.”

Echoing May’s comments, Prime
Minister Fico said, “I think this
is an opportunity for both sides
to reimagine and redesign a new project of mu-
tual relations, a project that will be equally
attractive both to the citizens of the United
Kingdom and the European Union.”
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Slovakia is already an important business part-
ner for the UK, with bilateral trade worth £2.37
billion in 2014 and the presence of over 100
British-owned companies including Tesco and
GlaxoSmithKline in the country.

Relations stepped up a gear in 2015 when Jaguar
Land Rover announced plans to invest £1 bil-
lion in a new plant in Nitra, western Slovakia,
the largest investment in the EU in the last
seven years. The new plant will produce around
150,000 vehicles a year and employ 2,800 work-
ers directly as well as creating thousands of
other supply chain-related jobs.

“I believe that based on Jaguar Land Rover’s
experience, Slovakia will attract more and more
British investors in the future, not only in the
automotive but also in other sectors,” says Slo-
vak Economy Minister Peter Ziga.

The automotive industry, research and develop-
ment, and business service centres all present
good value propositions for British investors
looking for opportunities in Slovakia, believes
Robert Simoncic, CEO of SARIO, the country’s
investment promotion agency.

A growing economy

The Slovak economy is one of the fastest-grow-
ingin the EU, and a series of structural changes
undertaken since the country’s adoption of the
euro in 2009 has ensured that it “is on an even
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footing and the structure of growth is good,”
says Finance Minister Peter Kazimir.
Slovakia has enjoyed strong annual growth
rates of above 3% for the past two years and a
steadily decreasing debt-to-GDP ratio of 52% in
2016, compared to 53.9% the year before. Unem-
ployment rates are also decreasing, down from
14% in 2012 to 9.6% in 2016.
Industry forms the backbone
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port, its highly qualified workforce and its
stable legislative and political environment.
In 2015, the government also introduced a
new tax incentive for companies looking to
set up innovation-related projects. A recent
government survey found that 90% of existing
investors would invest in Slovakia again.
Slovakia’s presidency of the
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Council of the EU was “a
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of the country’s economy with The econOmy. IS unique opportunity for our
the €24.4 l?illiop automotive QN an even footmg country to present itselfin the
sector the jewel in the crown. and the structure European Union and beyond,

Slovakia is home to Kia Mo-
tors, Volkswagen, PSA Peugeot
Citroén and Jaguar Land Rov-
er, and the industry employs
around 80,000 people directly
and 200,000 indirectly in the
supply chain.

Aside from the automotive sector, the econo-
my depends on three other pillars: electron-
ics - Samsung has factories there - steel and
chemicals. Slovakia is also looking to further
expand the research and development sector,
an industry that has grown 15% over the past
few years, mainly because of the quality of the
Slovak workforce, says SARIO head Simoncic.
Investing in Slovakia is already an attractive
proposition given the country’s 33rd place in
the World Bank’s latest Doing Business re-
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Slovakia’s presidency oversaw the
extension of the Juncker Plan, which
will mobilise investments of at least

half a trillion euros by 2020.

of growth is good”

Peter Kazimir
Finance Minister

says Ivan Korcok, state secre-
tary of the Ministry of Foreign
and European Affairs and gov-
ernment plenipotentiary for the
Slovak Presidency of the Coun-
cil of the EU.

The country hosted thousands of EU officials
at the Bratislava summit last September, which
was aimed at charting the post-Brexit future of
the 27-state union, creating significant visibil-
ity for Slovakia and its business opportunities.
Slovakia is deeply committed to the European
project and its successful six months at the
helm “completes the journey of my country
as a member state, because a country that has
not experienced the presidency on its own has
not seen everything in the EU from the inside,”
says State Secretary Korcok.

CURBING CLIMATE CHANGE

The presidency handled the ratifica-
tion of the Paris Agreement, an
essential step towards reducing
emissions and preventing further
global warming.

27-state EU.

CHARTING THE FUTURE

Slovakia hosted the Bratislava sum-
mit, a crucial meeting that helped
chart the post-Brexit future of the
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Q&A

Peter Ziga
Economy Minister

Prior to entering politics, economist
Peter Ziga led various private companies
before serving as advisor to the head of
the Slovak Investment and Trade Devel-
opment Agency (SARIO).

How satisfied are you with Slovakia’s
economic performance?

Slovakia has been one of the fastest-
growing economies in the entire EU for
some time now and we have reduced our
debt-to-GDP ratio. This strong macroeco-
nomic performance has enabled us to
lower the rate of unemployment from 14%
to under 10% over the past four years.

How important is it to diversify the Slo-
vak economy?

Slovakia is a heavily industrialised
economy, with 25% of our GDP relying on
industry. Whenever we hold discussions
with both existing and potential investors,
we push very strongly for them to consider
establishing not purely a manufacturing
base, but also research and development
facilities. Looking at the horizon of 20 or
30 years into the future, we will most likely
not be able to hold on to all of our manu-
facturing base, as businesses can also
seek out cheaper labour or more favour-
able conditions in other markets. So for us
R&D is still a largely untapped potential
focus for our future.

Does the Jaguar Land Rover investment
mark a new era of business relations with
the UK?

I would say so. Why should we only have
German, Austrian, French or Korean inves-
tors here? | believe that based on Jaguar
Land Rover’s experience, Slovakia will
attract more and more British investors in
the future, not only in the automotive, but
also other sectors. According to a recent
survey, 90% of existing investors would
invest in Slovakia again thanks to our very
skilled and capable workforce, a favour-
able taxation environment and stable
legislative and political environment.

“Based on Jaguar Land
Rover’s experience,
Slovakia will attract
more British investors
in the future”

CENTRE STAGE

Slovakia’s presidency of the
Council of the EU threw open the
country’s doors to Europe and
beyond, showcasing its many busi-
ness opportunities.




