
Slovakia & China

10 issues to address in order to achieve an effective
and value-based foreign policy towards China

1. China is not an economic panacea

Slovak engagement with China was driven by a goal of decreasing trade
de�cit and attracting quality green�eld investment with high added
value. 

In reality, the trade de�cit with China has deepened over the past decade
and Chinese investments in Slovakia lag behind investment from other
Asian partners. 
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While some businesses de�nitely bene�ted from trade with China, the
macroeconomic impact of engagement with China has so far been very
limited.

2. EU as a springboard

Slovakia should be a more constructive and responsible actor in forming
and adhering to EU-wide policies on China and broader region of East
Asia.

The EU relations with China provide the most important framework for
Slovakia to achieve its interests, not the least due to the economic
exposure to China being mediated by EU partners.

Slovak interests in East Asia are predominantly economic, and since trade
policy is an exclusive competence of the EU, Slovakia is destined to
participate in EU-wide policy cooperation. Conclusion of EU-wide free
trade agreements with East Asian economies (e.g. Japan, Vietnam, or
Singapore) are especially important for an open economy like Slovakia’s.

3. Diversifying away from the 17+1

China prefers to deal with Slovakia within the 17+1 platform (grouping
China and 17 countries from Central and Eastern Europe). 
 
The platform has proven ineffective in helping Slovakia achieve its
interests regarding China.

Slovakia is facing a power asymmetry with China, which makes engaging
with it di�cult. The 17+1 platform helps China in promoting a sense of
competition between the small CEE countries. 
 
Slovakia should not rely only on engagement within the 17+1 platform,
but it should focus more on other cooperation avenues (like EU) which
would help it to narrow the power asymmetry gap. 
 
17+1 can take of the role of a supplementary engagement forum as it
allows for regular meetings between Slovakia's highest representatives
with their Chinese counterparts.

4. Security risks of investments

China is known to use economic tools to achieve political gains.
Following the 2009 �nancial crisis, China embarked on a shopping spree
in Europe with the aim to purchase businesses with access to innovative
technologies in the ICT sector, �nancial services, or automotive and
machinery industry.

To prevent the abuse of investment, EU member states have started to
implement investment screening mechanisms, which aim to evaluate
potential security risks of non-European investment. Some aspects of
the mechanism actually need to be adopted by October 2020 due to EU
law requirement. Slovakia, however, lags behind other member states in
this activity

Source: China observers in Central and Eastern Europe

Economic crisis caused by COVID-19 pandemic can lead to similar
conditions for China's investment activities like the ones after the
�nancial crisis. This is yet another reason why Slovakia should adopt an
investment screening mechanism as soon as possible.

5. Focus on the whole of East Asia

China is not the only partner of Slovakia in East Asia. Bene�cial relations
are maintained with South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and many ASEAN
countries as well.

With almost 3 billion EUR of investment, South Korea is the most
important Asian investor in Slovakia and 6th largest investor overall. The
investment is tied to two major Korean companies - KIA Motors and
Samsung.

EUR 2,83 billion
Total stock of South Korean FDI in Slovakia as of 2017.

Besides South Korea, other Asian countries are important investors in
Slovakia as well. In most cases, other Asian countries have invested
more money in Slovakia than China. Despite that, they receive only little
attention from Slovak politicians, who tend to focus on China, as they
tend to see it as a cornucopia of economic opportunities.
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6. Watch out for propaganda

Chinese interests in Slovakia are closely related to its own 'core
interests', which are closely related to Chinese nationalism and
propaganda.

In order to promote its own interests, China has been spreading
propaganda in Slovakia around contentious issues like Tibet, Taiwan,
Hong Kong, or the COVID-19 pandemic.

"China adheres to 'One Country - Two Systems' principle, foreign countries should not
interfere in its internal affairs" | advertorial by Chinese ambassador published by Trend. 
Source: Trend / O médiách

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, recent polling has found out, that as
many as 2/3 of Slovaks believe that China has been helping Slovakia in
dealing with the pandemic, despite the fact that a large majority of
medical supplies from China were business deals and that it was China's
original mishandling of the virus outbreak which caused the global
pandemic. 
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How much is China helping Slovakia to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic?
Source: Denník N / Focus

Allowing China to shape the Slovak discourse can help it to downplay
risks of Chinese investment in critical infrastructure or oversell bene�ts
of political decisions which serve Chinese interests. 

In this regard, media freedom is a crucial values that needs protection
from hostile in�uencing attempts. Czech experience illustrates that
Chinese investment in media can lead to change of China coverage to
purely positive. In the past, there were already attempts to purchase
Markíza TV station which went largely unopposed by domestic actors. 

7. Human rights at cornerstone of foreign policy
towards China

Being a liberal democracy, Slovakia must keep the human rights angle in
its policy towards China. Under Social-Democratic governments, human
rights were notably absent from the Slovak policy on China. A fresh wind
was brought by the current President Zuzana Čaputová, who raised
human rights problems in China during their 2019 meeting with Wang Yi,
Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs.

President Zuzana Čaputová meets Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi - during the
meeting, President Čaputová raised criticism of China's human rights record.
Source: O�ce of the President

Politicians tended to deliberately overlook human rights agenda in their
dealing with China out of fear of having to face economic losses.
However, as the 2016 meeting between then President Andrej Kiska and
Dalai Lama indicates, engaging with human rights does not cause a
major economic fallout. 

Moreover, the move by President Čaputová earned Slovakia substantial
goodwill with other partners, both in Asia and elsewhere.

8. Build domestic China expertise

At home, Slovakia suffers from a
lack of expertise in China and East
Asian affairs in general. Most
diplomats thus need to achieve
Asia related expertise while
already on the job. This
shortcoming is further
exacerbated by the fact that under
the current diplomatic rotation
system, many diplomats who
gained Asian experience are
rotated to non-Asian countries.

As China is becoming an ever more important actor in international affairs
it will be more and more crucial for the state to have su�cient access to
domestic experts on economic, political, security and international affairs
with speci�c knowledge of China and East Asia. To this end, the
government should bolster training of experts at universities as well as
support the nascent domestic community of think tanks that specialize in
China and can provide policymakers with tailored analysis. 

9. Avoid politicizing China-policy

On several occasions, we have seen China becoming a contentious
issues in domestic political battles. This is detrimental to any attempts
to lead a rational discussion about Slovak foreign policy towards China. 

Three events clearly stand out in being an issue of high importance
around which domestic political confrontations were centered: 

2009
Visit of President Hu Jintao, which resulted in a violent
clash between Chinese nationals supportive of President
Hu and Slovak human rights activists, after which several
Slovak activists and opposition politicians were arrested

2016
Private meeting between Dalai Lama and President
Andrej Kiska. The meeting was later used by political
opponents of Kiska to attack him for allegedly
endangering Slovak economic relations with China.

2019
President Zuzana Čaputová meets Chinese Foreign
Minister Wang Yi. Čaputová raised human rights
problems in China (fate of ethnic and religious minorities,
persecution of human rights activists). This raised a
wave of criticism from her political opponents who
feared "precious agricultural exports" will be hit.

Politicization tends to lead to false black-and-white perception of China,
in which much-needed nuance is lost. An effective policy needs to
recognize all the shades of grey.

10. Make a strategy and stick to it

Slovak approach to China has
been lacking a strategy and
clearly formulated goals. As a
result, Slovak approach looked
more like improvisation with
contradictory moves. 

Slovak strategy should:
 

re�ect feasibility of projects proposed by/to China;
 

state clear key performance indicators (KPIs) for Slovak economic
diplomats;

 
avoid accommodating China's political conditioning which at times
con�icts with Slovakia's goal to develop relations with other East
Asian countries;

 
situate the policy within an approach towards the broader East Asian
region.

For more detailed information have a look at one of our publications: 
 

Slovakia and China: Challenges to the future of the relationship
 

Perception of China among V4 Political Elites
 

Prospects for Developing the V4+China Cooperation Platform
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