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Economic and political factors affecting attitudes
of Slovakia and Hungary towards the future of the EU

Abstract. This paper identifies the factors that, despite the similar political and economic system characteristics, considerably
influence attitudes of the Slovak and Hungarian political elites towards the future development of the EU and its institutions. While
Slovakia is in favour of enhanced cooperation within the union, Hungary prefers its transformation into the Europe of nations, in
which decisions will be taken by states. In economic dimension, the attitudes of both countries are dissimilar due to the different
effects of the global crisis on their economies as well as their financial and social environment. The contribution shows that the
measures associated with the preparation for the entry into the euro area have helped Slovakia to handle the impacts of the
financial and economic crisis. Subsequent accession into the Eurozone and its positive effect on the economy has become an
important structural factor influencing the positive attitude of the ruling elite to closer integration in the EU. On the other hand, the
global economic crisis has deepened the problems of the Hungarian economy. The conditions of the IMF and the EU loan were
perceived as an intervention into the sovereign decision-making about Hungary’s own economic policy. Hence, overcoming the
crisis has been, on the contrary to Slovakia, interpreted as the result of the independent government policy. This fact has been a
key stimulus to the efforts of Hungary to strengthen of the member states’ position within the EU.

The attitudes of both countries to the future of the EU are influenced also by constellation of economic and political actors. In Hungary,
the government for the long term strengthens the economic position of domestic businesses, concentrates the political power and
implements foreign policy with a strong emphasis on national sovereignty. Slovakia is more willing to participate, with the exception
of migration, in deepening of European integration due to economic conditions and significantly pluralistic political environment.
Keywords: European Union; Slovakia; Hungary; Visegrad Group; European Integration; Eurozone

JEL Classification: F15; F55

DOI: https://doi.org/10.21003/ea.V172-05

Kypyu M.

KaHamnaaT NoniTUYHNX Hayk, aoLeHT, EkoHomibyHui yHiBepcuTeT y bpaTtucnasi, Bpatucnaea, Cnosaubka Pecny6bnika
EkoHOMi4Hi Ta noniTu4Hi hakTopy, WO BNAMBAIOTL Ha cTaBJieHHsA CnoBa4y4ynHu 1 YropwmHn Ao MmainbytHboro €C
AHoTaUis. Y CcTaTTi BUSHAYEHO YVHHUKW, SKi, HE3BaXKato4M Ha CXOXKi MONITUYHI Ta EKOHOMIYHI XapakTEPUCTMKM CUCTEMM, 3HAYHO
BMVBaOTb HA Pi3HE CTaB/IEHHS C/TIOBALIbKOI Ta yropCbKOi MOMITUYHMX €M1iT [0 ManbyTHboro po3suTKy €C i 1ioro iHCTUTYLN. HesBaxkaioum
Ha Te, Wwo CnoBay4nHa BUCTyNae 3a NOoCUIEHy CriBrnpaLto B pamkax EBpoCcoo3y, YropLuyHa BBaXkae 3a Kpalle NepeTBopuTy Moro
Ha €Bpony Hauiin, y SKiN pilleHHs NpuAMaloTbCs gepXXaBaMu camMocTiHo. CTaBneHHst 060X KpaiH Bigpi3HAETbCA Yepes pisHUN
BB CBITOBOI KPU3KM Ha iX EKOHOMIKY, @ TaKoX (hiHaHCOBe Ta coljanbHe cepefoBuLLe. Halle gocnigkeHHs nokasye, Lo 3axoau,
NoB’A3aHi 3 NigroToBKO A0 BCTYNY A0 30HU €BPO, Aornomornn Cnoead4nHi Bnopatucs 3 Hacnigkamm iHaHCOBO-EeKOHOMIYHOT KpU3K.
Mopanblue NpruegHaHHa 0o €BPO30HM Ta it MO3UTUBHWI BMAIMB HA EKOHOMIKY CTaSIM BaXKJIMBUM CTRYKTYPHVM (hakTOpPOM, LLIO BNBae
Ha NO3UTUBHE CTaBJIEHHS NpaBnaYoi enitTn o 6inbl TicHo! iHTerpadji B €C. 3 iHWoro 60Ky, CBiTOBa eKOHOMIYHA Kpu3a nornunéuna
npo6nemn yropcbkoi eEKOHOMIKK. YMoBu MB® Ta no3nkn €C cnpuimanics yropusamim Sk BTpyYaHHs B MPUAHSATTS CyBEPEHHIX PiLLeHb
NPO BNAaCHy eKOHOMIYHY MosiTVKyY. MoaonaHHs kpran 6yno iHTEprpeToBaHe SK Pe3ynsTaT He3aNexXHo! nonitnku ypsay. Lien dakT 6ys
KMOYOBUM CTUMYSOM [0 3YCWIb YIOpLUMHI LLOAO 3MILHEHHS No3unLii Aep>kaB-yneHiB y pamkax €C. Ha ctaBneHHsi 060x KpaiH [o
ManbyTHboro €C BNAMBaOTb TaKOXK MO3NLT YAHHUX EKOHOMIYHIX i MONITUYHMX aKTopiB. B YropLumHi ypsia 3 No3uLjii JOBroCTPOKOBOI
NEePCNeKTMBIM 3MILHIOE EKOHOMIYHE CTaHOBWLLE BITYM3HAHOIO 6i3HECY, KOHLEHTPYE MONITUYHY BNagy i peaniaye 30BHILUHIO NOMITUKY
3 CWNbHMM aKLEHTOM Ha HauioHanbHUIN cyBepeHiTeT. CnoBaYymHa > 6inblu CXWibHA A0 y4acTi, 3a BUHATKOM Mirpavji, y nornuéneHHi
€BPONeNCchKOI iHTerpauii Yepes eKOHOMIYHI YMOBM Ta CyTTEBO MIOPaNICTUYHILLE NONITUYHE CEePefoBUILLE.

KniouoBi cnoBa: €sponelicbknin Cotos; CnosayymHa; YropwuHa; Buwerpagcbka rpyna; €sponericbka iHTerpadisi; €Bpo3oHa.
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1. Introduction

The global financial crisis as well as the Eurozone crisis
and Brexit have again raised questions about the EU’s future.
The Visegrad Four (V4) countries also discuss these issues.
Even though the V4 is usually perceived as a homogeneous
group and its member states take the same or similar stance
on a large number of issues, their attitudes towards further
development of the EU differ. We can identify the biggest dif-
ferences between positions adopted by the Slovak Repub-
lic and Hungary. However, it should be borne in mind that the
debate on the EU’s future is only beginning. Until now, no co-
herent concepts of transforming the EU institutions and poli-
cies have been presented, with the exception of the European
Commission’s White Paper, which outlines possible scenarios
of the EU’s future, and the vision for the Eurozone reform laid
down by the French President Emmanuel Macron.

Slovakia and Hungary have already demonstrated their
preferences with regard to prospective changes in the EU.
Even though they were expressed only from the general point
of view, they already indicate what type of integration both
countries prefer - whether it is reinforcement of the EU supra-
national elements, preferred by Slovakia, or strengthening
participation of the nation states in the decision-making pro-
cess, which is an idea supported by Hungary.

Why do these countries adopt different attitudes towards
the future of the EU? Is it because of preferences of political
leaders or political parties resulting from their value orienta-
tions? Do these differences arise due to other factors? Politi-
cal attitudes and subsequent decision-making in general and
in terms of integration are largely formed and influenced not
only by ideology but also by the economic and political struc-
tures. This paper aims to analyse how some differences in the
economic and political environment and its specific develop-
ment in the Slovak Republic and Hungary affect opinions on
the EU’s future in both countries.

Robert Fico, a Chairman of the Slovakia’s ruling Smer - so-
cial democracy party, and the former prime minister of the Slo-
vak Republic, has maintained a clear stance on the future of the
EU and Slovakia’s role in the union since 2016. He repeatedly
points out that Slovakia wants to be a part of an integration core
that will form due to changes that are taking place in the EU.
In his view, the EU’s core is a group of countries that are mem-
bers of the Eurozone and promote enhanced cooperation within
the EU (Gabrizova, 2017). The strongest Slovak opposition par-
ty, Freedom and Solidarity, unlike the social democrats does not
support closer integration. The party in its Manifesto requires re-
turning competences to the member states and less regulation
(Group of European Conservatives and Reformists, 2017). The
question is how consistently it will pursue this goal as govern-
ment’s party in the case of its victory in 2020 elections.

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban opposes the idea
of the United States of Europe and claims that the union must
function as the Union of Nations, and the member states
should regain the power in some areas, which will be then in
good hands (Orban, 2018).

The Hungarian democratic opposition has a different opi-
nion about the future of the EU. In debate of the European
Parliament, MPs representing the Hungarian socialist party
Istvan Ujhelyi and Tibor Szanyi clearly expressed support for
closer integration as a guarantee of the security of Hungary
and of social justice (European Parliament, 2017).

2. Brief Literature Review

The subject of considerable interest have become chan-
ges in the relationship of Visegrad states to the EU, as well as
differentiation among countries of this group concerning their
positions to the perspectives of integration which happened in
the last decade. As a turning-point in these relations and atti-
tudes are considered the world financial and economic crisis,
eurocrisis and migration crisis (Schweiger & Visvizi, 2018, Ma-
gone, Laffan & Schweiger, 2016; Pakulski, 2016; Ni¢, 2016).

Problems and contradictions are explored from the point
of view of the situation in the EU, internal and external structu-
ral conditions of each country reflected in different political and
economic strategies (Schweiger & Visvizi, 2018). In the broader
context of the conflict of the EU core and periphery, there are
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factors which give rise to emphasis on national interests and
national sovereignty in the policies of the V4 countries (Ma-
gone, Laffan & Schweiger, 2016). A special subject of the re-
search represents the impact of the crisis on the behaviour
of the political elites of the V4 states, moving some political
parties to the populism combined with nationalism and euro-
scepticism, the negative interventions into the constitutional
systems and the concentration of the state power (in particular
in Poland and Hungary) (Pakulski, 2016; Agh, 2017).

3. Purpose

The purpose of this research is to identify the structural fac-
tors influencing different attitudes of Slovakia and Hungary to-
wards the future of the EU. While intention of Slovakia is to be a
part of the core of the Union based on enhanced cooperation,
Hungary prefers decisive role of member states in the EU deci-
sion-making. The paper aims to examine the impact of the glo-
bal financial and economic crisis on financial and social situation
of both countries and their policy-making. The aim of the contri-
bution is to analyse how the Eurozone membership effects the
Slovak position towards strengthening of integration process
and what are, on the other side, motives for the Hungarian go-
vernment to halt the accession to the euro. The purpose of the
research is also to clarify how constellation of economic and po-
litical actors determine the attitudes of Slovakia and Hungary to
the depth of the European integration and what is the role of the
political structures of both countries in this process.

4. Results

Structural factors affecting attitudes of the Slovak
Republic and Hungary towards the future of the EU

The papers that deal with post-socialist models of capita-
lism define the V4 countries, including Slovakia and Hungary, as
societies with the same structural characteristics, which are dif-
ferent from other former socialist countries to a greater or lesser
extent (Myant & Drahokoupil, 2013; Bohle & Greskovits, 2012).
According to Myant and Drahokoupil, the main characteristic
features of this model, which they refer to as the second-ranked
capitalism, in the Visegrad countries are the dependence of
economy on foreign investment, the democratic political sys-
tem, the EU membership, export of the manufacturing industry
products by foreign multinational corporations and a minor role
in the global manufacturing (Myant & Drahokoupil, 2013). Bohle
and Greskovits define capitalism in these countries as embed-
ded neoliberalism, which means permanent search for a com-
promise between market transformation, social cohesion and
an inclusive system of democratic rule. In contrast to the Baltic
countries, the market principles in the Visegrad countries com-
bine with some elements of a welfare state, which is connec-
ted with an impact of social forces on political decision-making
(Bohle & Greskovits, 2012).

However, these major structural characteristics do not deter-
mine identical form of relationships and pace of development in
the V4 countries. They have certain particularities resulting from
historical development, tradition as well as the balance between
social and political forces. In this regard, economic and political
structures develop and change at a different pace. What is more,
there is a complex interplay between internal and external fac-
tors, which has different effects in individual countries.

In the past thirty years, Slovakia and Hungary have had dif-
ferent economic and social dynamics. In addition, interplay bet-
ween economic, political and social actors has differed as well.
These differences influenced the relations of Slovakia and Hun-
gary to the EU before and after accession. In retrospect, we can
say that these countries developed unevenly from the structural
point of view and in terms of political preferences.

In the early 1990’s, Hungary was undergoing dynamic eco-
nomic transformation and creation the environment for imple-
mentation of the rule of law. It was regarded as a favourite for
the EU membership even among the Visegrad countries. De-
velopment of relations between Slovakia and the EU was much
more complicated. The political and economic changes which
had been introduced in Czechoslovakia continued after Slo-
vakia became an independent state. However, those chan-
ges were largely modified. The leading party Movement for
a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) tried to design a privatisation
programme that would enable creation of a powerful national
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entrepreneurial class, an economic base of its power. The ef-
forts of HZDS to increase its political power without adhering to
the principles of democracy and the rule of law made the Slo-
vak relations with the EU complicated.

Different assessment of development in Hungary and Slova-
kia meant that the EU accession negotiations with these coun-
tries did not start at the same time. At its Luxembourg meeting
in December 1997, the European Council decided to officially
begin the EU accession negotiations with Hungary, the Czech
Republic, Poland, Slovenia, Estonia, and Cyprus. The negotia-
tions were launched in April 1998. The Council decided to begin
negotiations with Slovakia and five other countries (Bulgaria,
Lithuania, Latvia, Romania, and Malta) two years later, in 1999.
Slovakia was invited to start the EU accession talks mainly due
to the economic and political changes that took place after the
parliamentary elections in 1998.

Decision to enlarge the EU sparked off a debate on whe-
ther to stick to the «regatta» principle, meaning that countries
could join in small group or the «big bang» enlargement, which
meant accepting all the candidates. Hungary was in favour
of reduced enlargement, which corresponded with its inter-
nal policy and geopolitical interests. The speedy accession of
Hungary to the EU brought about expectations of its moderni-
zation, faster social and economic development, moving clo-
ser to the developed countries of the Western Europe and in-
creasing its influence in the region.

Hungary’s efforts concerning the EU enlargement collided
with the interests regarding major EU expansion. According to
Holman, decisive was a prospect of making profits for Euro-
pean entrepreneurs due to expansion of the EU single market
provided that the candidates transform their economies suc-
cessfully and align their legal system with the acquis commu-
nautaire (Holman, 2001).

Despite their different development in the 1990’s, Slova-
kia and Hungary joined the EU together in 2004. Unlike in the
1990’s, Slovakia saw its economic growth in the early 2000’s.
On the contrary, Hungary had run into financial problems
caused by the budget deficit and rising foreign debt. As table
1 shows, the debt ratios in both countries before and after the
global financial crisis differed considerably.

Due to its long-lasting inadequate fiscal policy and ne-
gative impact on the government budget, the Hungarian go-
vernment was forced to make an official request for a rescue
package worth USD 25 billion from the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) and the EU in 2008 (Csaki, 2013). As Myant
and Drahokoupil claim, the situation in Hungary did not result
from the economic structure, but rather from the political sys-
tem that led to uncontrolled competition of the two main po-
litical blocs by means of providing social benefits (Myant & Dra-
hokupil, 2013). According to Kérésényi, in the second half of the
1990s a bipolar party system arose and in the early 2000s a poli-
tical polarisation between the left-wing and the right-wing parties
deepened. The leaders of both blocs constantly escalated poli-
tical tensions by their confrontational rhetoric (Kérosényi, 2015).

It is necessary to perceive social benefits as a tool in politi-
cal rivalry also in the context of the Hungarian neoliberal policy,
which had been dominant since the early 1990s (Pogatsa, 2016).
The efforts to mitigate its negative effects in such political envi-
ronment resulted in the loss of financial balance with all its con-
sequences. Neoliberal policy in Slovakia was rather restrictive,
which resulted in exacerbating of social problems, especially in
the early 2000s. However, the political parties that promoted this
policy (especially the Slovak Democratic and Christian Union led
by the Prime Minister Mikuld$ Dzurinda) were not exposed to the
political and social pressure that would make them implement
the major changes. This also resulted from largely positive ex-
pectations related to the accession of the country to the Euro-
pean Union, which the majority of population regarded as the
core of democracy, stability and prosperity. While in Slovakia a
distribution of economic growth results was problematic, Hun-
gary faced the problem of economic decline.

The aforementioned differences between economic growth
in Slovakia and Hungary considerably affected their position in
the European Union, political stability and prospects of joining
the Eurozone.
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Impact of the crisis on attitudes towards participation
in closer integration

The attitudes of the Slovak and Hungarian elites towards
the EU’s future were largely influenced by the 2008 global fi-
nancial crisis.

The Hungarian financial woes exacerbated and the go-
vernment was forced to take harsh austerity measures, which
led to another escalation of tensions between the social and
liberal coalition and the conservative opposition. Despite the
Hungarian consensus on the Eurozone entry, the aforemen-
tioned economic woes did not allow the country to meet the
convergence criteria. As a result, the euro adoption was re-
peatedly postponed.

The situation in Slovakia was different even though its eco-
nomic growth slowed down temporarily during the crisis. The re-
strictive neoliberal policy of the Slovak government in the early
2000s, which focused particularly on macroeconomic balance,
enabled gradual fulfiiment of the Maastricht criteria for entry into
the Eurozone. The centre-right coalition was defeated in the 2006
elections and a new government consisted of the social demo-
crats, HZDS and the Slovak National Party (SNS). Even though
before elections these parties did not support the adoption of
euro, after joining the government they continued the Eurozone
accession process launched by the former right-wing govern-
ment. That political decision was largely influenced by interests
of the business communities (Svetlosakova, 2009). In this regard,
it is necessary to point out the foreign capital that already played
a key role in the Slovak industry and financial sectors.

Table 2 shows the differences in meeting the convergence
criteria by Hungary and Slovakia in 2008 (which was a deci-
sive year when Slovakia joined the Eurozone).

Tab. 1: General government gross debt-to-gross
domestic product ratio, %

Country 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2015 | 2017
Slovakia 30.1 | 285 | 36.3 | 41.2 523 50.9
Hungary 65.5 | 71.6 | 77.8 | 80.2 76.7 73.6

Source: Eurostat, 2018

Tab. 2: Fulfilment of the main convergence criteria to join
the Eurozone by Slovakia and Hungary in 2008

Criterion Referencevalue [Slovakia|Hungary
Government budget deficit ratio (% GDP) 3.0 2.2 4.0
Government debt ratio (% GDP) 60.0 29.4 66.5
Inflation rate 3.2 2.2 6.3

Source: Convergence Report, 2008

The impact of the global crisis on the Slovak economy
was considerably mitigated by the fact that Slovakia already
had a fixed exchange rate as the Slovak currency began par-
ticipating in the Exchange Rate Mechanism (the ERM lI) in
2005. The ERM Il protected the national currency against ex-
change rate fluctuations.

Growing economy after the global meltdown and favou-
rable terms for granting credits in the financial markets allowed
Hungary to pay back its IMF remaining debt worth USD 2.8 bil-
lion earlier in 2013, which initiated the end of the IMF mission in
Budapest. As far as the Eurozone entry is concerned, the Hun-
garian government relates it to how fast the Hungarian econo-
my can move closer to the EU economy. In 2017, the Hungarian
GDP per capita reaches 68% of the average EU’s GDP. Despite
its economic growth, Hungary met only one convergence cri-
terion in 2017 - the government budget deficit relative to GDP
reached 2%. The government debt-to-GDP ratio was 73.6% -
the reference value is 60%, and the inflation rate is 2.2%, while
the reference value is 1.9% (Convergence Report 2018).

Following his general election victory and entry into the of-
fice in 2017, Viktor Orban gave a speech outlining the coun-
try’s goals extending up to 2030. He clearly wants Hunga-
ry to play an increased role in the EU and believes that by
2030 his country will be among the European Union’s top
five countries in terms of quality of life and competitiveness
(Orban, 2018). However, these goals do not include Hunga-
ry’s Eurozone membership, which could mean that this issue



is not among the government’s priorities in the long term. On
the other hand, it corresponds with the Hungarian ruling par-
ty’s concept of European integration.

Accession of Slovakia to the Eurozone put its economy
(both producers and consumers) into a completely different
situation. The common currency brings numerous advantages
for the Slovak entrepreneurs and the majority of population.
It reduces transaction costs, ensures the stable exchange rate.
Leaving the euro area would most likely result in the currency,
price and global economic instability. That is why the Eurozone
membership is largely approved by Slovakians. According to
the Eurobarometer survey, as many as 80% of people in Slo-
vakia approve their country’s membership in the economic
and currency union (Standard Eurobarometer, 2017).

Constellation of economic and social power and the
European integration issues

Foreign investments in both countries created conditions
for their entrepreneurial communities’ consolidation, especial-
ly in the branches in which foreign capital needed sub-sup-
pliers. In general, medium-sized enterprises became suppliers
of less sophisticated components for foreign companies. Their
competitiveness is based on low labour costs and highly qua-
lified labour force. With regard to relations between foreign
and domestic capital, the state and the EU, Drahokoupil points
out that despite similar interests of domestic and foreign capi-
tal, these two types of capital were formed in different envi-
ronments and have different means of influence. Multinational
capital has large cross-border resources that can affect even
decision-making in the EU institutions. On the other hand, the
influence of home entrepreneurs is heavily dependent on the
national market. However, the EU membership provided do-
mestic enterprises with the European funds, which became an
important capital source accessible only through nation states
(Drahokoupil, 2009). These facts also influence the policies of
the Slovak and Hungarian governments towards the EU and
their frequent manoeuvring between interests of multinational
and domestic enterprises.

References

SOCIETY

Nowadays, the differences in positions of both countries
on whether to encourage further European integration or not
arise from the different influence of multinational and domes-
tic capital on political decision-making, which also depends
on economic and political preferences of both governments.

Hungarian government policy is considerably affected by
its efforts to support domestic entrepreneurs. According to
Wiener, the current system of so-called national cooperation,
which was built after 2010, is based on acknowledging the key
role of national capital and its support by means of tax policy
and public procurement done by the central or municipal go-
vernments (Wiener, 2015). The efforts to strengthen the posi-
tion of this political and economic configuration led to nume-
rous constitutional steps that enabled centralisation of power,
weakening of the system of checks and balances and govern-
ment control of the media. As a result, the relationships with
the EU deteriorated and, subsequently, the EU requested eli-
mination or modification of some measures that did not comply
with its legislation (Sadecki 2014). These tensions persuaded
the Hungarian governing elites of the necessity to strengthen
the nation state and gain more independence within the EU.

5. Conclusion

Economic and political structures considerably influence
the position of political elites and societies in Slovakia and
Hungary on the future of the EU. The impact of the 2008 glo-
bal financial crisis on economy and different political deve-
lopment in both countries have led to different attitudes of the
Hungarian and Slovak governments towards further develop-
ment of the European Union and its institutions as well as po-
sitions and roles of Slovakia and Hungary within the EU. Slo-
vakia’s Eurozone membership is an important determinant of
its efforts to enhance cooperation within the European Union
and adopt adequate policies. However, Hungary takes a dif-
ferent position and emphasises the necessity to strengthen
the nation state and its sovereignty. What is more, it actively
promotes the EU transformation into the Union of nations and
reduction of supranational elements in its structures.
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