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Intergovernmental relations create the basic framework
for cross-border cooperation between neighboring coun-
tries at the sub-national actor level. Ukrainian—Slovak
intergovernmental relations have always been dynamic
and ambiguous. Cooperation between the two countries
has evolved from stalemate in the 1990s to an intensive
strategic partnership in the 2000s. The two countries’
strategies were shaped by various factors, the politi-
cal situation, the course of Euro-Atlantic integration and
the actions of key international players and geographical
neighbors (EU, NATO, Russia). The starting conditions for
the transformation of the Ukrainian and Slovak political
systems in yielded similar results. In the 1990s, the two
transitional countries had similar types of political regime
with a strong executive chain of command. The impact
of post-communism led to the formation of two specific
models of governance, Slovak “Meciarism” (1993-1998)
and Ukrainian “Kuchmism” (1994-2004). The critical dif-
ference between their post-communist development is
that Slovakia reshaped the government and subsequent-
ly changed foreign policy orientation to focus on NATO
and EU integration. Ukraine nearly parted ways with post-
-communism in 2004 (the “Orange Revolution”) but it did
not take the geopolitical turn to the West that Slovakia did,
having implemented only superficial, cosmetic reforms.

Since gaining independence in 1993, Slovakia has been
a parliamentary republic, in which the government has the
key role in executive power. Ukraine has a presidential sys-
tem of government (since 2006, except for 2010-2014,
Ukraine has been a presidential-parliamentary republic)



in which the president is the head of the executive and
extremely powerful. Over the past 30 years, Slovakia has
had more governments than Ukraine has had presidents,
so the dynamics of the bilateral intergovernmental agen-
da depend more on changes in Slovak governments, in-
cluding approaches to Ukraine, than on Ukrainian presi-
dents. Although the intergovernmental level of bilateral
relations is more complex, in terms of the impact of the
intergovernmental agenda on cross-border cooperation
between regional and local actors, the two following main
periods can be identified: 1993-1999 and 2000 onwards.

The Meciar governments in Slovakia (1992-1994, 1994-
1998) took a negative attitude to local government par-
ticipation in cross-border cooperation in the 1990s, ar-
guing that the legislative framework had to be created
first to set appropriate local government competencies in
cross-border cooperation with foreign partners. Although
Slovakia signed the European Cross-border Cooperation
Framework Convention of the Council of Europe in 1994,
it did not come into force until 2000. The Dzurinda gov-
ernments (1998-2002, 2002-2006) were the only ones
to make any fundamental changes to Slovakia’s approach
to cross-border cooperation. It was only in 2001 that Slo-
vakia finally concluded bilateral treaties on cross-border
cooperation with its neighboring countries. However, de-
spite the rapprochement between the two countries,
the ambiguity was still there. Indeed, even this new for-
mat of bilateral cooperation faced multiple controversial
issues and challenges. The following issues proved the
most problematic:
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1. competition between the two countries for the pres-
idency over the 52" UN General Assembly in 1997
and to obtain a non-permanent seat on the UN Se-
curity Council in 1999;!

2. energy transit through Slovak—Ukrainian territory
was strategically crucial for both countries, as well
as for Russia and the EU. Geographically, both coun-
tries are located along the main Russian gas supply
lines to “old Europe”. Slovakia and Ukraine become
active participants in Russia’s politicization of the
“gas issue” or “gas blackmail”, and, in practice, hos-
tages to the political confrontation between Russia
and Europe;

3. Slovakia introduced a visa regime for Ukrainian citi-
zens: on the one hand, Slovakia had to comply with
EU visa policy, under its upcoming membership. On
the other hand, the introduction of visa restrictions
always introduces tensions into the relations be-
tween the countries involved;

'V.Hudak, “Relations between Ukraine and Slovakia: recent history and
future opportunities,” in J. Clem, N. Popson, eds, Ukraine and its West-
ern Neighbors, Washington DC: Woodrow Wilson International Center
for Scholars, 2000.



4. the politicization of the Ruthenian (Rusyn) movement
in Transcarpathia, which has always been controversial.
The Ukrainian authorities took the opposite stance to
Slovak and designated Ruthenism a political, rather
than an ethnocultural movement.?

Slovakia’s EU accession process was a key factor that chan-
ged the essence of the bilateral Slovak—Ukrainian regime
on the common border. The adoption of the EU legislation,
as well as having to bring administrative capacities and
border infrastructure in line with EU standards, had a ma-
jor impact on the bilateral border regime between Slo-
vakia and Ukraine that had been in place since the be-
ginning of the 1990s. In fact, the Europeanization of the
border regime was the second most substantial change
to the Slovak—-Ukrainian border regime after 1993, when
both countries gained independence.

Slovakia’s EU accession led to a tighter border regime and
generated restrictions on cross-border cooperation at the
border with Ukraine, compared to the pre-accession period.
The Slovak and Ukrainian governments have lost their
ability to regulate border management, including perme-
ability insofar as the movement of goods, services and per-
sons are concerned, on the basis of bilateral agreements
alone. As an acceding country, Slovakia had to transfer
a significant part of its national sovereignty to the EU insti-
tutions over its border with Ukraine, which became part of
the Union’s external border.

Slovakia has fully integrated its border management into
the Schengen system, including protecting the external EU
border. On October 13, 2006, Slovakia implemented the
Schengen Border Codex, which regulates the crossing of
the external Schengen border. The Slovak—Ukrainian border

2 N. Belitser, “Political and ethno-cultural aspects of the Rusyns’ prob-
lem: A Ukrainian perspective,” Minority Rights Information System.
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became an external border of the Schengen Area on De-
cember 21, 2007, and the borders with Austria, Czech Re-
public, Hungary, and Poland became internal land borders
within the Schengen Area. Slovakia’s international air-
ports, located in Bratislava, KoSice and Poprad, became
external EU air borders on March 30, 2008.3

Given the history of Slovak—Ukrainian relations on visa
policy and border management, Ukraine’s political will for
greater proximity with the EU has done much to improve
bilateral relations, especially since 2007 when Ukraine
started talks on its Association Agreement. One can con-
clude that since then transnational EU-Ukraine relations
have had a positive impact on bilateral Slovak—Ukrainian
relations. The visa-free regime, together with the collabo-
rative management of the common border achieved dur-
ing the 2010s, has also improved conditions for regional
and local actors to engage in cross-border cooperation.

Like Slovakia’s accession to the EU, which reinforced the
restrictive nature of the border regime with Ukraine, rap-
prochement between Ukraine and the EU through the
Eastern Partnership triggered the process of easing the
restrictive nature of the Slovak—Ukrainian border as well
as improving conditions for cross-border interaction. The
most substantive part of the EU’s offer under Eastern
Partnership (EaP) was the opportunity for partnership
countries to conclude Association Agreements with the
EU, including agreements on the Deep and Comprehen-
sive Free Trade Area (AA/DCFTA). The AA/DCFTAs are
a means whereby the EaP countries can achieve political
association and economic integration with the EU. By im-
plementing their AA/DCFTAs they can become part of the

3 “Ako funguje schengenska hranica,” [How the Schengen border works]
Ministry of Interior of the Slovak Republic. Available online: http://www.
minv.sk/?schengenske-hranice-a-cestovanie&galeria=ako-funguje-
-schengenska-hranica (accessed on February 24, 2022).
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EU internal market, including the markets of countries
with similar types of EU integration agreement — the EEA
agreements (Norway, Iceland and Lichtenstein) and the
customs union agreement (Turkey). Switzerland has an
extensive set of bilateral sectoral agreements with the EU
that have a similar effect. In terms of approximation with
the European legislation, Ukraine’s AA does not differ
greatly from the structure of the EU accession treaties
(the most recent on is Croatia’s accession treaty) and it is
almost identical to the EEA type agreements.*

The EaP initiative also includes specific cooperation pro-
grams for approximating EaP country national legislation
and policies to the EU Schengen and energy acquis, where
the aim is to abolish the visa free regime and gradually
integrate the EaP countries into the EU energy market.
In other words, the EU has shown more flexibility on the
EaP, as it enables EaP partner countries to proceed with
integration in selected EU sectorial policies via separate
bilateral agreements — visa dialogue and energy policy.
In these two sectors, the EU common space is open to
EaP countries prior to implementation of all the AA pro-
visions. Visa liberalization between the EU and Ukraine is
of particular importance for the development of Slovak—
Ukrainian cross-border cooperation.

Implementing the entire acquis of the AA will mean inte-
grating Ukraine into the EU internal area of the free move-
ment of goods, services and capital, including laying the
foundations for the free movement of labor. The visa abol-
ishment and Ukraine’s economic integration with the EU
will fundamentally alter the nature of the Slovak—Ukrain-
ian border, which is currently an external EU border. Full
and successful implementation of the AA/DCFTA would

4 A. Duleba, “Differentiated European integration of Ukraine in compar-
ative perspective,” East European Politics and Societies and Cultures Vol.
36,2/2022, pp. 359-77.
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signal that Ukraine was institutionally and economically
prepared for full EU membership. Following implementa-
tion of the AA/DCFTA, Ukraine’s joining the EU will then
be down to a political decision by the EU member states
and, of course, Ukraine's political will to satisfy the po-
litical criteria of membership. Slovakia has supported
Ukraine’s rapprochement with the EU since its accession
in 2004.

The problem that has framed Slovak—Ukrainian relations
since the early 1990s, including cross-border cooperation,
is mutual perception. Looking at the history of Slovak and
Ukrainian nationalism, it is hard to find common interests
and cooperation in the past. Nonetheless, unlike in Pol-
ish—Ukrainian relations, there are no historical conflicts
that could be the source of national animosity or conflict
in the future. Rather, the Slovaks and Ukrainians have his-
torically been indifferent to each other. The Slovak po-
litical elite has always viewed Slovakia’s relations with
Ukraine through the prism of Slovakia’s relations with
Russia, which caused a great deal of misunderstanding
in Slovak—-Ukrainian bilateral relations after 1993. Slo-
vakia’s attitude towards Ukraine can be summed up by
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the fact that it only politically “discovered” it in 1995. Al-
though even that only applied to Ukraine’s importance to
Slovak-Russian relations.

Slovak nationalism has traditionally been pro-Russian. By
contrast, Ukrainian nationalism has been traditionally anti-
-Russian and has quite different historical features. That
is another reason for Slovakia’s historical “coolness” to-
wards Ukraine and Ukrainians. It took more than a decade
after the collapse of communism for the Slovak political
establishment and the general public to stop conceiving
of the entire post-Soviet space and/or “lands beyond the
Carpathian Mountains” predominantly as “Russia.” In oth-
er words, Russian thinking was much closer to Slovaks
than their immediate neighbor Ukraine. This stereotype
created a rather negative mental framework for Slovak—
Ukrainian relations after the two nations became inde-
pendent at the beginning of the 1990s.

It should also be noted that many in Kyiv still think that
“if we manage to agree with Brussels, Berlin or Warsaw,
Bratislava will follow.” It is like the mistaken belief in Slo-
vakia (under Meciar’s foreign policy in the 1990s) that “if
we manage to agree with Moscow, Kyiv will follow.” Unlike
the Ukrainian political class, Slovak politicians cast off this
illusion at the beginning of the 2000s. In Kyiy, there is still
atendency in foreign policy thinking to underestimate Slo-
vakia as a political actor. Ukraine’s approach to Slovakia
as a “smaller neighbor” has created serious difficulties in
bilateral relations.

In the 1990s, Slovakia’s foreign policy strategies centered
around Russia, not Ukraine, whereas Ukraine’s foreign poli-
cy tended to be Czechia-oriented (due to mass seasonal la-
bor migration from Ukraine) or Poland-oriented (the geo-
political leader of Central Europe), but it was not focused
on Slovakia. While the Meciar governments prioritized re-
lations with Russia and the Dzurinda governments prio-
ritized relations with Ukraine, the Smer-SD governments
(led by Robert Fico, 2006-2010, 2012-2016, 2016—-2018)

SUOT1BT8T TR1UBWUTBA0DIBIUT TEI8IRTTq JO 10BdUT

and then Peter Pellegrini (2018-2020) opted for a third
variation of Slovak Eastern policy. This “double-track”
policy, i.e., the pursuit of good relations with both Rus-
sia and Ukraine, was the result of a “pragmatic” economy-
-and-trade-focused approach to foreign policy. On the one
hand, in 2006 the Fico government declared it would con-
tinue with the foreign policy of the Dzurinda government,
but on the other hand, it stressed that it wanted to focus
on economic diplomacy and international cooperation in
all “four cardinal directions,” to include the West, and es-
pecially countries such as Russia, Ukraine and China.®

Since 2014, the Russian—-Ukrainian crisis has become
a foreign-policy issue that divides Slovak politicians and
society. The diving line cuts across the government coa-
lition and the parliamentary opposition. A clear majority
of Slovak citizens consider Ukraine to be an independent
state and think that Russia has no right to interfere in its
domestic affairs; yet half of them do not think that Rus-
sia’s unfair actions against Ukraine should mean a change
in Slovakia’s “business as usual” style of policy towards
Russia, including the adoption of sanctions that would
harm the Slovak economy. This public schizophrenia is
evident in Fico’s post-Maidan Eastern policy. Slovakia’s
Janus-faced policy toward the Russian—Ukrainian crisis
since 2014 can be summarized as follows. Its first face
is represented by former president Andrej Kiska (2014—
2019), President Caputova (since 2019) and Prime Min-
ister Eduard Heger (since 2020) who all condemned the
Russian aggression against Ukraine and viewed the Mai-
dan as the Revolution of Dignity of Ukrainian citizens who

5 A. Duleba, “Relations with the Eastern Neighbours in 2007,” in P. Bre-
zani, ed., Yearbook of Slovakia’s Foreign Policy 2007. Bratislava: Research
Center of the Slovak Foreign Policy Association, 2008, pp. 62-78.
Available online: https://www.sfpa.sk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/
Yearbook-of-Slovakias-Foreign-Policy-2007.pdf (accessed on February
24,2022).



have a sovereign right to live in a democratic and free
country. They also boosted Ukraine’s European aspira-
tions, supported the anti-Russian sanctions adopted by
the West, and lastly called for more defense spending and
greater resilience so Slovakia can protect itself against
the security threats posed by Russia, including its disin-
formation campaign, which is aimed at undermining the
unity of the Euro-Atlantic structures and democratic in-
stitutions of Western countries.

We must rid ourselves of the illusion that Russia is a stra-
tegic partner that the Slovak Republic needs on side to
implement “big projects” for developing and modernizing
the country. lllusions such as prime minister Meciar’s be-
lief that cooperation with Russia would give life to mili-
tary production in Slovakia. Or prime minister Fico’s belief
(until Nord Stream 2) that Russia adopted a special ap-
proach to Slovakia insofar as gas transit was concerned
and that it would always take Slovakia’s interests into ac-
count on this issue. Fico also believed in the construction
of the “wide gauge railway”, a major development project
connecting Western Slovakia with China and Russia. And
most recently, the former prime minister Igor Matovi¢
(2020-2021) believed that the Russian Sputnik V vac-
cines would save Slovakia from the COVID-19 pandemic,
despite being uncertified by the EU.® Slovak prime minis-
ters who have believed in the illusion of Russia’s strate-
gic importance to Slovakia have always been insensitive
to, or ignorant, of Ukraine’s interests and questioned EU
and NATO policies. It is remarkable that Slovakia even has
politicians who come to power and ignore the statistical
data or are unable to interpret it properly in order to make

5 A. Duleba, “Slovakia’s Eastern policy in 2020: good start with a bad
end,” in P. Brezani, ed., Yearbook of Slovakia’s Foreign Policy 2020.
Bratislava: Research Center of the Slovak Foreign Policy Association,
2021, pp. 124-49. Available online: https://www.sfpa.sk/wp-content/
uploads/2021/08/Yearbook-of-Slovakias-Foreign-Policy-2020.pdf (ac-
cessed on February 24, 2022).

SUOT1BT8T TR1UBWUTBA0DIBIUT TEI8IRTTq JO 10BdUT

responsible decisions in the interests of Slovakia's pros-
perity and security. That, however, does not apply to the
current government led by Prime Minister Eduard Heger
who made relations with Ukraine, including support for
its European integration, a foreign policy priority of his
government and was among the most active European
leaders who supported Ukraine.

Slovakia’s support for Ukraine’s European integration
since the start of the full-scale military invasion of Ukraine
in February 2022 is no longer just out of a natural interest
in developing cooperation and a good relationship with
an immediate neighbor but has taken on a pan-European
significance. The EU can no longer afford to repeat its ear-
lier mistake: its hesitant response to Russia’s aggression
against Ukraine in 2014 created a geopolitical vacuum in
Eastern Europe that allowed Russia to unleash another
war in 2022, the biggest war since WWII. If the EU wants to
stabilize the situation in Eastern Europe in the long term,
it needs to anchor Ukraine in EU-based integration pro-
cesses. Otherwise, the destabilization of Eastern Europe
will continue, the security costs of European countries will
rise and the prospects for prosperity and the EU’s ability to
deliver on its strategic objectives will deteriorate. In the
event Russia succeeds in the war, the EU member states
will have to raise defense spending dramatically, security
costs will increase many times over; public spending on
social services, health, education and science, the green
transition and modernization projects will have to be re-
duced; and the quality of life of citizens in all European
countries will fall dramatically.
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