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Executive Summary 
 
Marcin Zaborowski  
 
The outbreak of the SARS-COVID 19 global pandemic has caused death, fear and             
major upheaval in our ways of life. The economic consequences of the pandemic are              
not fully known at the time of writing, but it seems inevitable that the world will be                 
hit by a major recession and that no country will come out of this pandemic               
unaffected. The threat that we are dealing with is global and knows no borders; it               
cannot be deterred or contained by military means. Peoples’ fear for their lives and              
future well-being is real; the dangers are immediate, and this is the closest that we               
have known to the state-of-war in the 21st century.  
 
These developments are bringing into focus the need to recalibrate our thinking about             
security, which still remains state-centric and concerned with traditional military          
means of addressing the threats to our societies. 30 years since the end of the Cold                
War, Central Europe - once referred to by Milan Kundera as the “Kidnapped West” -               
is geopolitically safer than it has ever been. All of the Central European nations are               
now members of NATO, and quite a few of them (including the Baltic States,              
Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland and Romania) are hosting NATO and American presence           
on their soil. Most Central Europeans are also members of the EU; moreover, the              
Baltic States, Slovakia and Slovenia are part of the eurozone.  
 
Whilst the region’s geopolitics has dramatically improved, time has come to look into             
the security of individuals, not only states. The key dilemma is whether the people              
who live in the states that “re-joined the west” have an improved sense of personal               
security. 
 
The concept of Human Security was defined by the UN General Assembly resolution             
66/290 in the following words: “human security is an approach to assist Member             
States in identifying and addressing widespread and cross-cutting challenges to the           
survival, livelihood and dignity of their people.” The approach calls for           
“people-centred, comprehensive, context-specific and prevention-oriented responses      
that strengthen the protection and empowerment of all people.”  1

 
The human security concept was defined first by the UN Development Programme in             
1994. The UNDP's 1994 Report’s definition of human security argues that the scope             
of global security should be expanded to include threats in areas affecting individuals,             
such as; personal security, economic security, environmental and health security. The           2

approach is divided into two schools, focusing on the Freedom from Fear and the              
Freedom from Want.  
 

1 Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 10 September 2012, United Nations General Assembly, 
A/RES/66/290 
2 Oscar Gomez and Des Gasper,  ‘Human Security. A Regional Guidance Note for Regional and National Human 
Development Teams’, United Nations Development Programme 
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/human_security_guidance_note_r-nhdrs.pdf 
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The Freedom from Fear approach argues that human security should focus on            
protection against violence and threats to personal security. This definition of human            
security was applied by the government of Canada in its campaign to ban land-mines              
and by the UN in promoting humanitarian interventions in Darfur and other parts of              
Africa. The Freedom from Want approach applies a broader approach to security            
beyond protection against violence and including the threats to economic,          
environmental and health security.  
 
This report applies the broader definition of human security, and will specifically            
address the situation in six nations of Central Europe, the four Visegrad Group             
nations: Czechia, Hungary, Slovakia and Poland plus two Balkan states: Bulgaria and            
Romania.  
 
The outbreak of the pandemic brings into the fore the heightened sense of personal              
insecurity. The most obvious implications of the pandemic concern health and           
prosperity, but the consequences of COVID-19 are felt in many other areas of human              
activity. It is a known fact, for example, that the enforcement of lockdowns has had a                
profound impact on the rise of domestic violence. Whilst the rate of violent crime              
usually declined as a result of decreased human activity, the rate of corruption has              
gone up especially in those nations that have problems with the rule of law. Those and                
other factors affecting the sense of security have been experienced throughout the            
region.  
 
Whilst there are many fields of human security, this report focuses on four areas:              
Crime, Gender-Based Violence, Economics and Health. The selection of these four           
areas was motivated by their likely exposure to the implications of the pandemic;             
however, most of the contributions to this report adopted a longer perspective, with             
the epidemic constituting a factor highlighting certain trends, which were in motion            
already.  
 
The report findings suggest that the region’s economies and healthcare have fared - so              
far (early June 2020) - better under the epidemic conditions than the rest of the EU.                
However, the prevalence of largely socially conservative attitudes in the region had            
their impact on the rise of domestic violence under the lockdown conditions. The             
weakness of the rule of law in Central Europe contributed to the spike in the levels of                 
corruption.  
 
It seems, therefore, that whilst Central Europe showed considerable resilience in           
confronting the pandemic, the decades of isolation from the West and the relative             
immaturity of the political systems in the regions have amplified threats to personal             
security during the epidemic.  
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Policy Recommendations  
 

● The EU must return to the policy of conditionality towards the region. Whilst             
the carrot of membership is already consumed, there are carrots and potential            
sticks of EU funding still available. The EU should therefore adopt a clear             
policy of conditionality focused on the rule of law. The states that violate the              
rule of law should be deprived of funding in the context of the EU recovery               
fund and in the context of the EU financial framework.  

 
● The EU should carefully communicate its punitive measures towards states          

violating EU conventions and norms as the governments of these states will            
certainly portray any adverse action directed against their nations as          
unwarranted/unsubstantiated acts of financial aggression and federalisation by        
the union. It is of the utmost importance that the EU is prepared to counter               
these narratives – most likely geared towards domestic audiences – by the            
governments that engage in undermining the rule of law.  

 
● The US should condition further progress of its security cooperation with           

Central Europeans on the maintenance of the rule of law. 
 

● Both the EU and the US should be raising the need to combat             
Gender-Based-Violence not least by adopting and implementing the Istanbul         
Convention. 

 
● The EU should adopt a comprehensive strategy of combating the influence of            

Pro-Kremlin propaganda  
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I. Gender-Based Violence and the Human Security 
Agenda in Central Europe:  
 
Regional “Values” versus International Norms 
 
Kerry Longhurst 

Background Context 
Combating Gender-based Violence (GBV) is integral to the fundamental Human          
Right of Freedom from Fear, and as such is a concern for the Human Security               3

agenda of the first order. GBV has largely replaced the term “Domestic Violence” as              4

an overarching label, though the latter remains an endemic part of the former. 
 
Over the past two decades GBV and efforts to tackle it have become ever more               
prominent in the declarations and work programmes of the United Nations (UN), the             
Council of Europe, as well as the European Union (EU). Consequently, how far a              
state has gone to address the problem, in all of its forms, is viewed as a general                 
reflection of its overall development and of its alignment with international Human            
Rights norms and values. For certain, the number of states with legislation that             
recognises and tries to deal with domestic violence as a crime has vastly increased              
over the past three decades, however, substantial gaps persist and the potential for a              
reversal of previous positive trends is currently palpable, not least in Central Europe.   5

 

 

3 Declaration of Universal Human Rights.  
4 The idea of Human Security was introduced in 1994 in the UN’s Global Development Report and then in 2012 
the UN General Assembly, 66th Session “Follow-up to paragraph 143 on human security of the 2005 World 
Summit Outcome” (A/RES/66/290), 25 October 2012 
5 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/611461487586627507/pdf/112914-WP-PUBLIC-WDR17BPGenderba
sedviolenceandthelaw.pdf  
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GBV still affects girls and women in a disproportionate way. According to Polish             
Police statistics, in 2019 the total number of victims of domestic abuse was 88,032              
(65,195 women, 10,676 men and 12,161 minors) and the total number of suspected             
perpetrators of violence was 74,910 (68.148 men, 6,448 women and 314 minors).            
Over 42,000 of those suspected of carrying our domestic violence were under the             
influence of alcohol. In Romania 20,531 acts of intra-family violence were reported to             
the police; 92% of offenders were male and over 76% of victims were female. 
 
Gender-based violence is generally regarded as one of the most prevalent human            
rights violations, but is also the most under-reported.  
 
According to UN statistics from 2015 globally less than 40% of victims of domestic              
abuse seek help and of those only 10% actually seek help from law enforcement              
agencies. Moreover, “culture” and prevailing societal norms in a large number of            6

countries smother the issue and are used to defend or cover up violence and abuse               
occurring between couples or within family units.  
 
In the past 12 months, the UN estimates that 243 million women and girls (aged               
15-49) across the world have been subjected to sexual or physical violence by an              
intimate partner. Furthermore, figures from 2015 show that two thirds of victims of             
intimate partner/family related murders are women (women represent only 20 percent           
of victims of all cases of murder). Renewed attention has been brought to the subject               7

as a result of the COVID-19 and the subsequent lockdowns so much so that this               
palpable rise in cases of domestic violence across the globe has been called a “shadow               
pandemic”.  8

 
From a Central European perspective, the prevalence of Gender Based Violence can            
be expected to rise as a direct result of national lockdowns. However, cultural             
contexts in the region, which will be argued below, tend to keep the issue under wraps                
and regarded as private matter. Moreover, most states are not opening themselves to             
external scrutiny regarding the implementation of their GBV policies and practices           
thus allowing “traditional” practices to persist.  

Human Security and GBV – An Overview 
 
Gender Based Violence (GBV) is a key element of Human Security in that it threatens               
the health and basic survival of its victims, disrupts or diminishes livelihoods and also              
robs individuals of their dignity.  
 
Human Security is an approach which, at its core, advocates that individuals,            
communities and societies should not be side-lined in security thinking, but rather            
take a bigger chunk of the centre stage. Essentially, as an approach, it seeks to enlarge                

6 https://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/chapter6/chapter6.html  
7 https://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/downloads/Ch6_VaW_info.pdf  
8 
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/4/statement-ed-phumzile-violence-against-women-du
ring-pandemic  
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the scope of security to include “people” and especially the marginalised, and not to              
let security thinking be dominated by traditional state-centric and military dimensions.  
 
Accordingly, the UN Trust Fund for Human Security states that “people-centred,           
comprehensive, context-specific and prevention-oriented responses that strengthen the        
protection and empowerment of all people is needed.” Human Security as an            9

approach clearly gels with the GBV agenda. 
 
Gender-based violence, according to the European Institute for Gender Equality          
(EIGE), is violence directed against a person because of their gender. Whilst women              10

and men can both be victims of GBV, women are disproportionately affected. GBV             
has been defined as physical, sexual, verbal, emotional, and psychological abuse,           
threats, coercion, and economic or educational deprivation, which can occur in public            
or private life. 
 
Crucially, GBV not only impacts the actual victim, but has wider deleterious effects             
for families, communities and beyond. According to the UNPF, “gender-based          
violence is not only a violation of individual women’s and girls’ rights. The (….) fear               
generated by their (perpetrators’) actions, has an effect on all women and girls.”             
Consequently, it also has impacts at the national and global levels by arresting             
women’s and girls’ contribution to development, peace-building and general progress.         

  11

The EIGE has estimated that the persistence of violence against women implies a             
yearly cost of 225 billion euros, with an estimated third of this relating to health,               
social and justice sectors. Moreover, under-reporting means that the true costs of            
violence against women are probably even higher, given that many women do not             
seek help or report acts of violence to authorities and instead remain silent..   12

 
Gender-based violence has been an established element of Human Rights discussions           
for a considerable time, not least as part of the wider gender equality debate.              
However, as already mentioned, despite the creation of international conventions and           
norms, it remains the case that GBV is often side-lined, derided and prone to              
politicisation in domestic politics. When it comes to Central Europe, commentators           
point to the very slow pace at which successive governments have moved to adopt              
meaningful legislation to criminalise domestic violence and just as importantly, that           
strong deficiencies persist in terms of implementation, prevention and general          
awareness of GBV.   13

 
This chapter holds that in the majority of Central European states the subject of              
gender-based violence / domestic violence is often treated quite differently than in the             

9 https://www.un.org/humansecurity/what-is-human-security/ 
10 See the EIGE, Gender Equality Index, Measurement Framework for Violence Against Women 2017, 
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-equality-index-2017-measurement-framework-of-violence-against-wom
en 
11 https://www.unfpa.org/gender-based-violence 
12 See the EIGE, Gender Equality Index, Measurement Framework for Violence Against Women 2017,  
13 Katalin Fabian  (2017) The Politics of Domestic Violence in Central Europe: International and Domestic 
Contestations In Global Responses to Domestic Violence in Eve S. Buzawa and Carl G. Buzawa (eds.) (2017) 
Global Responses to Domestic Violence (Springer) 
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majority of Western states, even in terms of basic terminology and everyday            
discussion of the topic. The argument posited here is that regional “values” to do with               
traditional notions of gender and family are clashing with prevailing international /            
European norms on GBV.  
 
This is not to suggest that there is a neat and immutable East-West division of               
perspectives, but rather that there are a variety of specific factors at play in the Eastern                
part of the EU which tend to run counter to the adoption of norms and laws aimed at                  
recognising and tackling GBV.  
 
Furthermore, the persistence of populist governments in the region, the prevailing           
authoritarian turn in politics and in some cases the role of the Catholic Church,              
questions the very notion of gender equality. This has arguably meant that any             
consensus on the need to confront gender-based violence is somewhat fragile and also             
that laws can be feebly constructed and even repealed.  
 
As will be considered later, it is currently the case that certain governments, parties              
and political actors in Central Europe press the view that the adoption of international              
and European norms relating to GBV are incompatible with traditional notions of            
family and prescriptions for gender roles in the region. This has been strikingly             
manifest in the rejection of what has been called “gender ideology”, most notably by              
conservative forces in Poland, Bulgaria, Slovakia and Hungary. Consequently, a          
number of these states have also refused to sign or ratify the Istanbul Convention on               
grounds that it promotes LGBTQ rights, “anti-family” ideology and         
non-biological-based ideas of gender.  
 
Interestingly, and certainly a development to monitor is the fact that there are             
similarities between the vociferous scepticism pervading in the majority of Central           
European states and those manifesting in Russia and other Eastern European           
countries. Though this does not necessarily imply that bridges will be built between             
like-minded groups and actors in Central Europe and Russia, it might suggest a             
growing counter movement and pressure against perceived Western hegemony in          
cultural and social spheres, probably expressed in an anti-EU stance.  
 
Evidently, the distinct situation regarding GBV in Central Europe has to be            
understood in broader ideological and socio-political contexts and as part of the            
illiberal agenda at play in much of the region.  
 
This chapter aims to give a situational overview of gender-based violence and            
attendant debates in the four Visegrad countries, as well as Romania and Bulgaria (the              
chapter will refer to the group collectively as “Central Europe”).  
 
Since it is not a simple task to gather meaningful and reliable data given the nature of                 
the subject, the chapter will focus on general trends and some comparative findings             
based on European surveys and studies. This chapter proceeds with an overview of             
the path of Europeanisation undertaken by all states in the region since 1989 to show               
how the adoption of new legislation regarding domestic violence ran alongside the            
“return to Europe”. Following this, aspects of the situation regarding GBV in the             
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states of the region are highlighted. The chapter will then identify contemporary            
themes, such as the Council of Europe’s Istanbul Convention, which has become a             
marker for gauging attitudes towards GBV, emerging as a focal point for a number of               
illiberal governments in Central Europe in their anti “gender ideology” programmes.  
 

Job Done? Tackling Domestic Via Europeanisation in the 1990s  
 
The adoption of legislation regarding domestic violence was part of the post-1989            
“Return to Europe”, namely the political and economic transitions that Central Europe            
went through after the collapse of communism. Whilst this transformation is mostly            
connected with high politics and gaining EU and NATO membership, it was also             
about aligning with Western Human Rights norms and values.  
 
In the accession processes that led to the 2004 and 2007 enlargements of the EU, laws                
relating to domestic violence were not included in the official negotiations since they             
were not part of the EU’s Acquis Communitaire, and Human Security was not             
embedded strategically within the EU’s enlargement and foreign policies. As          
Charlotte Bretherton notes, following the initial pre-accession “commitments” to         
ensuring gender equality and gender mainstreaming, such issues were side-stepped          
when it came to the economic nitty-gritty of membership negotiations.  14

 
Instead, the influence of the European Union (and other International Organisations)           
came in the form of soft law, norm diffusion and just general, unquantifiable             
expectations of modernisation. Exemplifying this was the EU’s support for civil           15

society initiatives and NGOs. The DAPHNE project, inaugurated in 1997, was the            
key EU initiative aimed at capacity building in the NGO sector, awareness raising and              
training on domestic violence issues for women, children and young people. 
 
Europeanisation was often framed in domestic debates about violence. Romania,          
Poland, and Bulgaria adopted new laws in 2005, and Hungary adopted a            
comprehensive Parliamentary Strategy on the Prevention of Domestic Violence in          
2003. Also in 2003, when the Hungarian Parliament debated its “National Strategy for             
the Prevention and Efficient Handling of Domestic Violence”, the notion of           
“European cultural traditions” was invoked. Deputy Minister Farago said that ‘To           
belong to Europe again requires a completely different way of thinking, so it is              
necessary to take a different approach even in the field of [domestic violence].”  16

Despite this, from a current vantage point and certainly in reflection to regional             
responses to the Istanbul Convention, it is conceivable that the passing of laws that              
criminalised domestic abuse in the mid-2000s in Central Europe were, as Ryckman            
argues, perhaps just symbolic gestures towards the West to “signal normative           

14 Charlotte Bretherton (2001) Gender Mainstreaming and EU Enlargement: Swimming Against the Tide Journal 
of European Politics 8, pp.60-81. 
15 Social Politics 2010 Volume 17 Number 3 ANDREA KRIZSAN AND RALUCA POPA Europeanization in 
Making Policies against Domestic Violence in Central and Eastern Europe  
16 See Andrea Krizsan and  Popa Raluca (2010) Europeanization in Making Policies against Domestic Violence in 
Central and Eastern Europe Social Politics 17(3):379-406 
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compliance” as part of their joining Western alliances, and therefore have weak            17

domestic roots.  
 
As will be discussed later, the assumptions of what constitutes domestic violence            
evolved since the mid-2000s, with international norms and definitions of “gender”           
becoming more far-reaching and eventually out of kilter with prevailing politics in            
much of Central Europe. 
 

GBV in Central Europe  
 
Domestic violence is a criminal offence in all Central European states.           
Criminalisation means, amongst other factors, the uprooting of belief systems that see            
violence in the homestead as a purely private matter and that it should be treated as                
such.  How far has this permeated Central Europe?  18

 
Gauging the extent of domestic violence / GBV is problematic for a number of              
reasons. All analysis concurs that this type of violence in all of its forms is massively                
underreported. This means that there is a considerable gap between what is known via              
documented cases, those that are eventually “disclosed”, yet not formerly reported           
and the true extent of violence being carried out.  
 
Other factors impacting on measuring the extent of violence include definitional           
vagueness (such as whether a country has a “narrow” or a “broad” definition of rape),               
how and when acts of violence, are categorised, levels of public awareness and             
understandings of what constitutes an act of domestic violence.  
 
The 2014 pan-EU survey “Violence Against Women” carried out by the EU Agency             
for Fundamental Human Rights (FRA) remains the most significant measure to glean            
the situation and conditions of domestic violence / GBV on a comparative basis.   19

 

17 Ryckman 2016 and  The Politics of Domestic Violence in Central Europe: International and Domestic 
Contestations 
www.researchgate.net/publication/318172504_The_Politics_of_Domestic_Violence_in_Central_Europe_Internati
onal_and_Domestic_Contestations [accessed May 10 2020]. 
18 http://wscf-europe.org/mozaik-issues/mozaik-26-stop-being-silent/domestic-violence-in-the-slovak-republic/ 
19 The Report by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), Violence against women: an 
EU-wide survey. was based on 42,000 in-person interviews with a randomly selected sample of women across all 
EU member states. The data is avaliable 
at https://fra.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/data-and-maps/survey-data-explorer-violence-against-wome
n-survey  
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On first glance, the survey suggests that the prevalence of GBV in Central European              
states is strikingly lower than in Western Europe. On the question of whether a              
woman has experienced physical or sexual violence from a partner or non-partner            
since the age of 15, Central European states are below the EU average (33% of               
women questioned), with only Slovakia slightly above (34%). Poland is the lowest,            
with 19% of respondents (the highest number was reported in Sweden and Finland).  
 
However, when it comes to the question of psychological abuse involving economic            
violence all six Central European states are either at the EU28 average or higher, with               
Bulgaria and the Czech Republic holding the highest positions.  
  

Scratching Beneath the Surface towards a More Nuanced Picture 
  
It is generally accepted that the “positive picture” that emerges in Central Europe,             
based on international surveys, which suggests that the region is amongst the safest             
for women is not an accurate reflection of reality. A number of interrelated contextual              
factors tend to support this assertion, which will be highlighted below.  
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Gender Inequality 
 
Analysis supports the notion that low levels of gender equality buttresses the            
persistence of GBV and that it is both rooted in and also reinforced by gender               
inequalities. Gender equality / inequality has a direct bearing on GBV, but this needs              
to be unpacked and considered alongside other variables to get a full sense of the               
consequences.  
 
In countries where gender equality is high, the disclosure of violence is also high, thus               
it appears that GBV is more prevalent in states such as Sweden, Denmark and              
Finland. However, FRA research suggests that this high prevalence is because there            20

are clearer procedures, more open discussion, more rigorously applied laws and           
protection for victims, thus women in these countries are more likely to disclose that              
they have been abused, in whichever form it may occur. This situation poses             21

interesting questions vis a vis Central Europe.  
 
In the EIGE Gender Equality index for 2019, all four Visegrad states as well as               
Romania and Bulgaria are ranked below the EU average, with Hungary the worst             
performer. Gender inequality, such as lower wages or no income for women renders             
them economically dependent on their partners, and - in the context of incidents of              
domestic abuse - this can mean that they are trapped and unable to leave.  
 
Furthermore, in many Central European states, women are more likely to be in             
poverty. Crucially, research suggests that economic violence is more pervasive in           
Central Europe, reflecting earning inequalities with women being more dependent on           
their partners than is the case in Western Europe.  
 
“Family”, Privacy and Societal Norms 

There are a bundle of issues in this regard, which also interact with the effects of                
gender inequality. The apparent lower levels of GBV in Central Europe can also be              
explained, analysts suggest, by the fact that violence is not being reported as people              
are not widely aware of what constitutes GBV, often focusing only on the most              
extreme and violent cases. In other words, nothing is wrong until a woman or girl is                
beaten up or killed.  

Moreover, the FRA report and other analysis maintains that in states like Bulgaria             
domestic violence is something that you generally “do not talk about” and that it is               
predominantly discussed or “sorted out” within the family. This arguably results           22

from a common perception that keeping a family unit together should be the priority. 

Research gathered by the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN) in 2019 suggested           
that shame stops women from reporting to authorities and since most perpetrators are             

20 https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2014-vaw-survey-main-results-apr14_en.pdf 
FRA p. 32 
21 FRA p. 25 
22 https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2014-vaw-survey-main-results-apr14_en.pdf 
p.24-26  
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known to the victim, such abuse is seen as a private matter, which undermines the               
apparent low levels of violence reported in the region. The same report confirmed that              
violence against women and girls in Romania is a tolerated phenomenon; one in four              
women are sexually abused by their partner or former partner with 75% not             
registering a complaint with the police. Meanwhile a study coordinated by a Network             
in Romania revealed that whilst 27,000 complaints for violence in the family were             
registered in 2016, only 1467 offenders were sent on trial.  23

All of this supports the assertion that low estimates of prevalence only appear because              
violence is normalised and victims are blamed and shamed. As argued by Katalin             
Fabian most Central European definitions of domestic violence tend to focus on            
“single events that are outstanding in their severity (such as lethal force), instead of              
treating the various sources that lead to a process of recurring violence”.  24

 
Low Levels of Awareness 
 
Related to the points made above is the idea that levels of awareness in Central               
Europe are generally lower than in the West. Not only is society at large unaware of                
all elements and acts that are criminal, but also women in Central Europe, according              
to the FRA and EAPN reports, are less aware of legislation and campaigns that              
promote GBV awareness. Moreover, knowledge about other forms of GBV - aside            
from rape - is low. 
 

The Istanbul Convention, “Gender-Ideology” and its 
Controversies 
 
The Council of Europe’s Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against           
Women and Domestic Violence, the so called “Istanbul Convention” (IC) of 2011 is             
an important marker for gauging a state’s approach to the subject and to estimate how               
far international norms are becoming embedded or not.   25

 
When it comes to Central Europe, the IC has emerged as a principal point of               
contestation and controversy with autocratic governments and other political actors,          
such as the Catholic Church in some countries, having rallied against some of the IC’s               
fundamental definitions and principles. This opposition came to a head in late 2019             
when Ursula von der Leyen posited that the EU as a whole should sign up to the IC,                  
which promoted strong reactions in Central Europe citing the idea that it prompted             
dangerous, even evil gender ideology and threatened traditional values.  
 
The IC arguably brings GBV firmly within the Human Security paradigm. To begin             
with, it is grounded in a gender equality perspective: “de jure and de facto equality            
between women and men is a key element in the prevention of violence against              

23 
https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/EAPN-Gender-violence-and-poverty-Final-web-3696.
pdf  
24 Katalin (2017) Ibid.  
25 The text of the Convention can be found at 
https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/rms/090000168008482e  
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women…violence against women is a manifestation of historically unequal power          
relations between women and men.”  
 
Second, the IC (in Article 3a) provides a clear definition of GBV grounded in a               
Human Rights perspective:  
 

“Violence against women is understood as a violation of human rights           
and a form of discrimination against women and shall mean all acts of             
gender-based violence that result in, or are likely to result in, physical,            
sexual, psychological or economic harm or suffering to women,         
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of          
liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.”  

 
Third, the IC states that “gender” shall mean the socially constructed roles,            
behaviours, activities and attributes that a given society considers appropriate for           
women and men. And last but not least, the IC is the first transnational legally               26

binding instrument related to violence against women and children and as such it             
reaches deep within states to reshape national public policies and the norms that             
underpin them. When a state ratifies the Convention it must adhere to certain             
minimum standards with respect to four broad pillars to do with (a) prevention {for              
example developing training and awareness schemes}, (b) protection {for example,          
having sufficient shelters, trained professionals to identify victims early on and           
mechanisms to remove offenders from situations}, (c) prosecution and (d) integration           
of relevant policies and institutions, and their regular review.  
 

Central European Scepticism 
 
The general Central European scepticism towards the IC arguably derives from the            
fact that the Convention moves the debate beyond traditional understandings of           
violence and brings to the fore stridently normative ideas about gender and gender             
discrimination and its underlying role in GBV. Moreover, the IC expects           
Governments to open up to regular external scrutiny to monitor compliance and also             
to work cooperatively with civil society and relevant NGOs. This is crucial to note,              
given that the illiberal autocratic turn in some Central European states has effectively             
shrunk the space for civil society to operate and in many cases has led to the                
eradication of funding for NGOs. This is clearly because NGOs engaged in gender /              
women’s issues and rights tend to challenge the vested interests of socially            
conservative governments.  
 
Of the six countries in focus here, only two have signed and ratified the IC. Romania                
(2014, 2016) and Poland (2012, 2015). Meanwhile, Bulgaria, Czechia, Hungary and           27

Slovakia have signed but not ratified the Convention, and in most cases this seems to               
be unlikely in the near future.  
 

26 Istanbul Convention Article 3. 
27https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/210/signatures 

http://www.visegradinsight.eu  14 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/210/signatures
http://www.visegradinsight.eu/


 

There are common concerns uniting political forces across much of the region about             
the way in which the IC attacks traditional values, family structures and gender roles              
through its alleged promotion of “gender ideology”. For example, in both Slovakia            
and Bulgaria the process of ratification was suspended in 2018. Strong opposition to             
the Convention persists on the grounds that via its gender ideology agenda it promotes              
homosexuality and could eventually pave the way to gay marriage – which would be              
against constitutional definitions of marriage as a heterosexual union.  
 
In February 2018 Slovak Prime Minister Fico asserted that “The convention talks            
about stereotypes and gender equality in the sense of eliminating the so-called            
traditional roles of men and women in the family”. In Bulgaria, the suspension             28

resulted from the decision of the Constitutional Court based on a contradiction            
between the Istanbul Convention and the Constitution of Bulgaria. Meanwhile, in           
Hungary, the government reiterated its intention not to move to ratify the IC. As in               29

neighbouring states, the Government in Budapest sets out its opposition in terms of             
the dangerous effects of gender ideology, but also that the IC promotes illegal             
immigration and erosion of national values.  
 
Although Poland has ratified the IC, it is worth shedding light on the domestic politics               
that still surround the Convention. Already during the ratification process the           
Government stated that it would apply the Convention in “accordance with the            
principles and the provisions of the Polish Constitution”, a statement, which was            
viewed elsewhere as tantamount to an official reservation. In 2016, the Ministry of             
Justice initiated a draft bill actively calling for Poland’s withdrawal from the IC and,              
although it was abandoned, Polish parliamentarians periodically call for Poland’s          
withdrawal, claiming that the convention represents an affront to Polish traditional           
values.   30

As argued by Korolczuk and Graff, the issue of Europe plays a key part in debates                
with right wing populists in Poland arguing that Brussels is “a source of contagion              
spreading the virus of genderism, which can infect the health of the Polish nation.”   31

The case of Poland is illustrative in other ways and reflects wider regional trends.              
With autocratic regimes clamping down on civil society and NGOs, groups that work             
on women’s issues are disproportionately hit. In Poland, in 2017, police raided the             
premises of NGOs that supported victims of domestic violence. Though the official            
rationale given was that they were looking for evidence relating to crimes from the              
previous Government, these NGOs had been taking part in anti-Government protests           
regarding proposed restrictive abortion laws.  

28 
https://www.euractiv.com/section/future-eu/news/after-bulgaria-slovakia-too-fails-to-ratify-the-istanbul-conventio
n/ https://www.fidh.org/IMG/pdf/pologne_fidh_web_v4.pdf p.50  
29 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/05/hungary-blocking-of-domestic-violence-treaty-further-exposes-w
omen/ 
30 https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/EAPN-Gender-violence-and-poverty-Final-web-3696.pdf  
31 Elżbieta Korolczuk and Agnieszka Graff, 'Gender as “Ebola from Brussels”: The Anti-colonial Frame and the 
Rise of Illiberal Populism' (2018) 43(4) Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 798. 6 
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Conclusions: Mostly Bad News  
 
By way of a conclusion the chapter highlights four interrelated points. 

First, the apparent low levels of GBV in all of its forms in Central European states                
(when compared to a number of Western states) belies the reality. Underreporting            
remains widespread, which is in part a result of a lack of awareness and knowledge               
amongst the population about what GBV actually entails and what channels of            
recourse and support are available to victims. Furthermore, a culture of domestic            
violence being a private, rather than criminal matter tends to prevail. Reinforcing all             
of this is the persistence of low gender equality standards across Central Europe,             
pervasive patriarchy, official promotion of the primacy of the family unit and the             
subsequent economic and social implications. As stated at the start of this paper,             
under such conditions Covid-19 lockdowns have, in all likelihood, been incubators for            
GBV in Central Europe.  

Second, the non-ratification of the Istanbul Convention by the majority of Central            
European states is a demonstration of strong scepticism towards women’s rights as            
part of a bigger disavowal of human rights and perceived western (EU) hegemony in              
this domain. Non-ratification also means that national Governments are not being held            
accountable and that the capacity of civil society and relevant NGOs to lobby and              
scrutinise governments is stymied. The palpable effects of this have been seen in a              
regression of gender equality and back-tracking in reproductive rights, for example. 

Third, the illiberal fascination with “gender ideology” as a reason to reject the IC              
detracts from the phenomenon and reality of violence against women and girls and as              
a consequence hinders the development of national capacities to tackle the problem in             
terms of awareness raising, prevention, protection of victims and prosecution of           
offenders. Across most of Central Europe, GBV has become a highly controversial            
political football, rather than an area of consensus and has also become tangled up              
with LGBTQ issues and lambasted as such by socially conservative actors and            
governments. 

Fourth, the situation in Central Europe regarding GBV suggests that there is a set of               
regional values being nurtured to do with tradition and even national identity, which             
tend to be oppositional to the types of norms being promoted in the Istanbul              
Convention and by the European Union.  
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II. Organised Crime and Corruption  
 

By Spasimir Domaradzki 
 
The introduction of the Covid-19 restrictions had a direct impact on organised crime             
in Europe. Channels for human trafficking were interrupted, drugs consumption          
decreased, the closure of a wide spectrum of branches of the industry disrupted             
sources of real and anticipated income.  
 
Undoubtedly, the Covid-19 pandemic slowed and constrained organised crime’s daily          
activities. At the same time, the dynamically changing situation with the rapidly            
increasing state interference opened new avenues for swift profits. The demand for            
particular medical and protective products, the real and anticipated shortages, the           
increasing role of virtual space and the people’s search for relief and protection             
became fertile ground for organised crime.  
 
The unexpected freeze of the economy impacted many industries. The instant           
shortage of cash flow together with the growing state restrictions provided an            
opportunity for money laundering veiled as friendly financial support.  
 
Importantly, in the long run, such assistance might result in hostile takeovers. The             
Europol report identified cybercrime, fraud, counterfeit and substandard goods and          
organised property crime as the main areas of crime schemes in Europe since the              
Covid-19 pandemic. These dimensions fit to the “explicit” or “formal” organised           32

crime activities. 
 
The second dimension of organised crime activity is related to the opportunities            
created by the extraordinary reality established in response to the pandemic and the             
instant concentration of more power in the hands of the authorities. The practical             
implications of this dimension are dependent on the maturity of the political system             
and the level of state capture by the ruling political elites. The higher the levels of                
division of powers and existing checks and balances, the more difficult it will be to               
exploit the new opportunities, and conversely, the more the division of powers is             
fictional, the chances to exploit the new reality will be stronger. 
 
In that context, the six analysed countries do not constitute a coherent body. Bulgaria              
and Romania are formally subject to the EU Cooperation and Verification Mechanism            
that supervises the need for further improvements of the countries’ judiciary reforms,            
anti-corruption efforts and organised crime. Poland and Hungary are under the EU            
spotlight for their persistent violations of the rule of law. 
 
Slovakia - although exempted from this group of formally acknowledged laggards -            
has only recently established a new government. The power change in Slovakia was a              
consequence of a protracted scandal related to the murder of the young journalist Jan              
Kuciak and his girlfriend and the subsequent revelations involving the highest           

32 Pandemic profiteering. How Criminals Exploit the Covid-19 Crisis. 27.03.2020, 
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-documents/pandemic-profiteering-how-criminals-exploit-covid-19-cri
sis 

http://www.visegradinsight.eu  17 

https://visegradinsight.eu/the-only-bond-is-self-restraint-covid19-bulgaria/
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-documents/pandemic-profiteering-how-criminals-exploit-covid-19-crisis
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-documents/pandemic-profiteering-how-criminals-exploit-covid-19-crisis
http://www.visegradinsight.eu/


 

authorities with organised crime activities in the country. This case epitomises the            
temptations that all the governments in the region face and the invisible ties that              
constitute a parallel reality to the public political process. Thus, this chapter of the              
report will discuss the two dimensions of the organised crime activities. 

Formal Organised Crime 
 
This part of the report will focus on the formal organised crime trends in the six                
countries in the context of Covid-19. Where available, the aggregated data from the             
police statistics reveal the general trends in criminal activity but tell us little about the               
accommodative nature of organised crime towards the Covid-19 reality.  
 
There is no direct connection between the official criminal statistics and the actions of              
organised crime groups. At the same time, it is obvious that this specific period has               
also triggered implications for the criminal underground. In that respect, this part of             
the report relies largely on available information in the media with reference to             
official data, where available. 
 

 
 
According to the data provided by the World Population Review for 2020, the six              
countries subject to the present analysis are in the lower section of the worldwide              
crime rate statistics. Bulgaria (39.31) is the country ranked highest, followed by            
Hungary (35.41), Poland (29.67), Slovakia (29.18), Romania (27.84) and Czechia          
(25.99).   33

 

33 https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/crime-rate-by-country/ 
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This trend is also confirmed by the OECD Safety aspect of the Better Life Index               34

where the four OECD member states from the region (Poland, Czechia, Hungary and             
Slovakia) are way below the average rate of 3.7 homicides. The scores for the four               
countries vary from as low as Czechia’s 0.5 to 1.0 in the case of Hungary, with                
Poland and Slovakia in between with respectively 0.7 and 0.8.  35

 
In Bulgaria, the data comparison for the first three months of the year reveals a               
declining overall trend in crimes from 7,184 in January to 6,334 in March. Thefts and               
drug-related crimes witnessed the most noticeable decline, over 20%; however,          
car-related crimes increased in March. Interestingly, the data also reveals a steady            
level of phone cheating despite the new opportunities that the Coronavirus created.  36

 
In Poland theft, break-ins and robberies decreased substantially in the same month.            37

The police statistics reveal an interesting trend in overall interventions with much            
higher fluctuations from day to day during the peak of the self-isolation from March              
13 to early May. Prior to the coronavirus pandemic, the average number of daily              
interventions was between 14,000 and 16,000; during self-isolation these numbers          
could fluctuate from less than 10,000 to over 19,000.  
 
The organised crime dimension of the Covid-19 epidemic in Poland focuses on crimes             
that take advantage in order to extort and deceive through fake charity collections,             
phishing, counterfeit medical products, etc. Disguised sanitary inspectors offering         
home sanitization was another opportunity utilised to enter private property and steal            
available belongings. The perspective of speculation and the potential for economic           
and social destabilisation encouraged the Polish Ministry of Justice to establish a            
Covid-19 Economic Crimes Unit.  38

 
In Czechia, the criminal activity for March decreased by a quarter in comparison to              
the same period of the previous year. Interestingly, the decline concerns crimes with             
the use of force and murders, but at the same time there was a substantial increase of                 
cybercrimes. Similar trends were also confirmed in Slovakia where also fewer           39 40

murders and car thefts were registered but pickpockets and robbers were still active.  41

 
In Romania, the overall reported crimes decreased by 14.6% in comparison with the             
same period of the previous year. The declining trend concerned thefts, robberies,            

34 OECD does not provide information for Bulgaria and Romania.  
35 http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/topics/safety/ 
36 https://www.mediapool.bg/koronavirusat-ne-sprya-prestapnostta-news306850.html 
37 https://www.o2.pl/artykul/koronawirus-w-polsce-i-na-swiecie-statystyki-policji-zaskakuja-6493186103572097a 
38 Maria Pankowska, 25.3.2020 Przestępczość w czasach zarazy. Jak oszuści wykorzystują pandemię, by żerować 
na naszym strachu 
https://oko.press/przestepczosc-w-czasach-zarazy-jak-oszusci-wykorzystuja-pandemie-by-zerowac-na-naszym-stra
chu/ 
39 
https://www.novinky.cz/krimi/clanek/kriminalita-v-breznu-poklesla-o-ctvrtinu-ubylo-nasilnych-trestnych-cinu-403
19928 
40 https://www.minv.sk/?statistika-kriminality-v-slovenskej-republike-xml 
41 
https://www.tvnoviny.sk/domace/1993301_kriminalita-v-europe-sa-pocas-pandemie-rapidne-zvysila-zistovali-sme
-ako-je-tu-u-nas# 
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murders and violent crimes, whereas at the same time domestic violence has increased             
by 2.3%.  42

 
The March 2020 Europol report identified cybercrimes, fraud, counterfeit and          
substandard goods and organised property crimes as new areas of organised crime            
activity. The six countries are not resistant to these threats. The attack on the IT               43

system of the Brno Hospital in March is the report’s example of the cyber-attacks on               
critical health infrastructure. So too, in April, hospitals in Ostrava and Olomouc were             
also attacked but without serious consequences. In May, Romanian police detained           
hackers plotting ransomware attacks on hospitals. Thus, the region is not exempted            44

from the global trends to attack Covid-19 engaged labs and hospitals, since such cases              
were also reported in Israel, England and the United States. 

Covid-19 and state capture 
 
A strict application of the definition of organised crime, can omit actions that take              
advantage of the introduction of special Covid-19 related legislation in order to drain             
public finances or misuse the extraordinary situation. Such deeds can be qualified as             
organised crime by the respective judiciary in the future. In the context of state              
capture among some of the reported countries, an additional disclaimer needs to be             
made that due to the questionable nature of the judiciary, certain cases might never be               
acknowledged as organised crime. 
 
The coronavirus legislation opened the door for unrestrained access to public money.            
Under the guise of urgency and demand for rapid response, governments have largely             
abandoned public tender procedures. The political demand for prompt effectiveness          
created an opportunity that could not be resisted.  
 
As reported by Ana Poenariu, a Romanian national healthcare supplier bought a            
million masks of questionable quality from a convicted organised crime associate           
with political ties. The no-bid deal was secured by B.S.G. Business Select SRL to              45

supply masks and nearly 26,000 protective suits to Romania’s strategic state           
healthcare supplier Unifarm. The cost was worth over 800,000 euros. As Poenariu            
discovered, the company - initially created to sell alternative health remedies - was             
purchased by a person with a shady past. The medical equipment corruption scandal             
related to the Bucharest Deputy Mayor and a femme fatale sentenced previously for             
organised crime membership.  46

  

42 https://www.romania-insider.com/coronavirus-romania-crime-rate-march-2020 
43 Pandemic profiteering. How Criminals Exploit the Covid-19 Crisis. 27.03.2020, 
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-documents/pandemic-profiteering-how-criminals-exploit-covid-19-cri
sis 
44 https://www.cyberscoop.com/romania-ransomware-hospitals-coronavirus/ 
45 Ana Poenariu, The Convict and Coronavirus: Romania’s Million-Mask Mess, April 15, 2020 
https://www.occrp.org/en/impact-to-date/28-ccwatch/cc-watch-indepth/12103-the-convict-and-coronavirus-romani
a-s-million-mask-mess 
46 Ana Poenariu, The Convict and Coronavirus: Romania’s Million-Mask Mess, April 15, 2020 
https://www.occrp.org/en/impact-to-date/28-ccwatch/cc-watch-indepth/12103-the-convict-and-coronavirus-romani
a-s-million-mask-mess 
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The counterfeit or low-quality medical equipment has also led to attacks on the Polish              
Minister of Health. Regardless of the nature of the accusations - involving the             
minister's brother and an acquaintance - the fact is that the lack of public tenders and                
access to decision-makers facilitate the misuse of public funds.  
 
In Bulgaria, the introduction of the state of emergency and the suspension of public              
tenders also encouraged shortcuts to public money. The head of the Bulgarian            
Development Bank was fired after the Bank granted a 37.5 mln euro credit to a debt                
collection company. The case is important, because the BDB is not only the fastest              
growing but also the sole Bulgarian-owned bank. The Bank also participates in the             
grand government foreign financial injections. As Nikolay Staikov highlights, the          
Bank acts beyond the formal scope of its mandate and streamlines funds to companies              
related to oligarchs and politicians. At the same time, it is the financial institution              47

responsible for the implementation of the Covid-19 financial measures. 
 
The shift of EU funds to support the fight with the virus has opened a new avenue for                  
money syphoning. The state transparency of public finances and EU funding           
procedures is of utmost importance, but the coronavirus legislation has largely           
dismantled the legal requirements for transparency of public spending. In countries           
with a dubious track record of EU funds misuse, among which are most of the               
countries from the region as OLAF data reveal , the problem becomes even more             48

acute. 
 
Another serious challenge underlined by Italy’s national anti-mafia prosecutor         
Federico Cafiero de Raho is that the current social unease provides the mafias with              
not only economic opportunity but also the prospect of gaining social acceptance.            49

Although among the discussed countries, in Bulgaria and Slovakia the organised           
crime networks seem the most reminiscent of the Italian mafia, Covid-19 was used by              
shady oligarchs like Delyan Peevski to warm up their image with information about             
the financial and equipment donations provided to medical institutions. 
 
As Stefano Betti accurately points out, the financial hurdles caused by the economy’s             
freeze, create another opportunity for organised crime networks to seize control over            
various companies. However, the consequences of such instant salvations will become           
visible in the longer term and cannot be measured at this moment.  50

 

47 Николай Стайков, ББР и държавата. Коя е "тихата" банка, която вдигна толкова шум, Свободна Европа, 
10.4.2020 https://www.svobodnaevropa.bg/a/30545507.html 
48 The countries are among the top EU violators in terms of both the number and the amount of frauds involving 
European funds. OLAF report ranks the six countries in this analysis among the most engaging ones. The 2018 
report (the last available) places the six countries among the top 9 in terms of completed investigations in 2018. 
Investigations into the use of EU funds managed or spent in whole or in part at national or regional level concluded 
in 2018 Country Total cases Ended with recommendations Excerpt from the 2018 OLAF Report p.13 
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-fraud/sites/antifraud/files/olaf_report_2018_en.pdf 
49 Stefano Betti: The inroads of organised crime in the era of covid-19, 15.4.2020, 
https://eiuperspectives.economist.com/healthcare/inroads-organised-crime-era-covid-19 
50 Stefano Betti: The inroads of organised crime in the era of covid-19, 15.4.2020, 
https://eiuperspectives.economist.com/healthcare/inroads-organised-crime-era-covid-19 
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Another, very specific, but potentially dangerous aspect with direct consequences for           
organised crime is related to the measures taken by the authorities with Roma             
communities; they applied special provisions to isolate and control Roma quarters.   51

 
This action can additionally undermine the credibility of government authorities and           
encourage informal structures to improve their standing. As Europol acknowledges, in           
times of crisis vulnerable groups tend to become more accessible to organised crime.   52

Conclusions: 
 
In terms of formal organised crime, the six countries are rather stable and safe cases               
that do not reveal unique or unexpected deterioration due to the pandemic. In general,              
the region largely shares the same coronavirus challenges. Cyber-crimes and trade           
with counterfeit and substandard goods flooded the region. The defrosting of the            
economy will be followed by increased criminal activity, and the Covid-19 aura will             
encourage illegal activities offering instant and easy profits.  
 
Nevertheless, what seems to be particularly disturbing among these six countries, is            
the weakened legal environment that can have negative consequences for each of            
them.  
 
The legal framework was undermined systemically in most, if not all these countries             
prior to the coronavirus pandemic, although with different pace. The Covid-19           
legislation further dismantled mechanisms of public scrutiny and granted more          
powers in the hands of the authorities. The vanishing sense of political responsibility             
and the growing opportunities for unrestrained control provide a fertile ground for            
serious transgressions and the mobilisation of organised crime networks. Especially,          
that the emergency legislation creates the sense of legality and encourages the            
establishment of informal networks exploiting the states’ resources. 
 
No country in the region is immune and the recent examples from Poland, Romania              
and Bulgaria reveal the fragile nature of democracy in times of emergency. The             
temptation to take advantage of the extraordinary situation is strong, and the weaker             
the judicial system, the higher the chances that those politicians vested with power             
will take advantage of it. The closer the ties between organised crime and             
government, the sooner the profits for organised crime will become visible.  

51 Neda Korunkovska, Zeljko Jovanovic, Roma in the COVID-19 crisis: An early warning from six EU Member 
States,  https://reliefweb.int/report/italy/roma-covid-19-crisis-early-warning-six-eu-member-states 
52 Beyond the pandemic. How Covid-19 will shape the serious and organized crime landscape in the EU, April 30,                   
2020, p.8  
https://www.europol.europa.eu/publications-documents/beyond-pandemic-how-covid-19-will-shape-serious-and-o
rganised-crime-landscape-in-eu 
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III. Economic Security 
By Krassen Stanchev 

Introduction 

In 1994, UNDP introduced its first Human Development Report; at that time, the             
notion of human security included seven dimensions: economic, food, health,          
environmental, personal, community and political security.  

The sub-definition of “economic security” (ES) is linked to overall human           
development. The ES applied to the individual – originally defined as a stable source              
of basic income from productive and fairly remunerated work or publicly financed            
safety nets - was anything but applicable to the countries of CE. 

Their unemployment rate in the mid-1990's, except for Czechia, was above 10% (in             
Bulgaria – 21%). At the start of this century, in Bulgaria, Slovakia and Poland, it was                
fluctuating around 20%, and only in the last five years has it gone down to below 5%                 
in all countries, far better that the average EU rate of 7.6% in 2017.  

In 2019, only Slovakia had an unemployment rate as high as Luxemburg – 5.7%; all               
other countries were performing better than Austria (4.3%) or the EU average (6.6%),             
with Czechia achieving almost full employment (2%).  

Since the mid-1990's in Romania and after 1997 in Bulgaria, the economies of all              
countries have sufficiently evolved to include the well-being of individuals and to            
respond to people's needs in dealing with sources of ES threats. 

In 1995, that the amount of money that would be theoretically needed to lift the               
incomes of all people out of extreme poverty (USD 1.9 per person a day), in other                
words - to cover the so called “poverty gap”, in Romania totalled 380 mln USD, in                
Poland – 131 mln USD, to show two extreme examples. In 2013, this gap was simply                
non-existent, only Bulgaria and Hungary would have needed 40 and 14.5 mln USD,             
respectively. No more recent comparative data is available, but it is clear that extreme              
poverty in 2017 was less than 1.5% of the population of all countries (according to the                
World Bank’s poverty statistics). 

Methodological remark 

Thus, we assume that ES is associated with the capacity of the countries to prevent               
and deal with threats and risks to economic development applied to the individual             
citizen. These include overall economic advances, inequality index, ability to fulfil           
basic human conditions through the classic means of economic policies and rule law,             
as they developed in the years after 1989. 

Typical declared economic policy means and objectives: 
 

Growth related Rights related 
Price stability, low inflation Equality before the law, arms-length 

treatment of all individual and legal 
persons 

Sustained increases of income and 
employments 

High level of competition and restriction 
of monopoly power 
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Stable balance of payment Secured property rights 
Low government expenditures Protection of contracts 

High employment of resources and labor Low level of redistribution 
Low taxes and quasi-taxes (high 

disposable income 
 

Source: Own categorization, after Arthur Seldon.  53

 
The criteria for human ES is similar to that of “economic development”, or the              
“extension of the range of choice .., [or] an increase in the range of effective               
alternatives open to people”, as “both the core objective and the criterion of economic              
development”.   54

In this sense, ES correlates with economic and human freedom, human developments            
and inequality. In other words, we assume that CE’s performance in these fields             
should give an overall as well as comparative pictures of ES in the region.  

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated, however, that unexpected, non-economic        
events may lead to recessions and thus have an impact on ES.  

CE per capita incomes in a historic perspective  

The overall success of CE in terms of raising income the last 30 years is undisputedly                
one of the most important positive developments of recent history. A brief review of              
the pre- and post-1989 period helps understanding contemporary ES challenges of CE            
countries.  

The long-term background and the post-Communist transition is shown in the           
following graph. 

The region in the last 130 years: GDP per capita, 1890 to 2016 (Western Europe, Eastern 
Europe and the World)  55

 
Source: Our World in Data (OWD) 

53 Arthur Seldon and F.G. Pennance, Everyman’s Dictionary of Economics, The Collected Works of Arthur 
Seldon, vol. 3, Indianapolis, Liberty Fund, 2005, pp.: 214-215. 
54 Peter T. Bauer, Economic Analysis and Policy in Underdeveloped Countries, Durham, N.C.: Duke University 
Press, 1957, p. 113. 
55 Adjusted for inflation and price differences between countries (measured in international USD 2011 prices. 
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Before the Communist takeover and Red Army occupation, the entire region was            
developing on par with Western Europe. Eastern Europe was lagging behind in terms             
of GDP per capita but not dramatically; the divergence started immediately with the             
takeover but accelerated in the 1980s. 
 
The transition from 1989 – 1999 was a restoration of normal economic conditions.             
The “normality” of the transition shall be understood in economic policy terms as a              
return of market-friendly political powers, prevailing private property and market          
coordination, hard budget constraints, the emergence of a buyers' market with rare and             
temporary shortages, unemployment as product of technological change, typical         
business (not political) cycles, and political pluralism and competition. Of all these,            56

only the political liberalisation was fast and costless.  57

 
This restoration of normality cost a severe loss of prosperity in the region, from being               
about 2.5 times poorer than the west of the continent then decreasing briefly in the               
second half of the 1990s to a level below the world’s average GDP per capita. The                
following chart shows details of the last 100 years of economic developments in a              
country-by-country comparison. 
 

 
 
In 1945, Bulgaria (today the poorest country in the EU) was only 30% less prosperous               
than Austria, but better than Greece and twice as rich as Romania.  58

56 See: Janos Kornai, What the Change of System from Socialism to Capitalism Does and Does Not Mean, The 
Journal of Economic Perspectives, Volume 14, No1 (Winter 2000). 
57 On the political background of 1989 change see: Victor Sebastyen, Revolution 1989: the Fall of the Soviet 
Empire, London, George Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2009. 
58 On background of the current GDP per capita performance of Bulgaria see the box below. 
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In 1948, Czechoslovaks (USD 5.8 thousand per capita) were more prosperous than            
Germany (USD 5.7 thousand) and Austria (USD 3.5 thousand), and Hungary (with            
USD 5.9 thousand per head) was 40% better off than Austria, while Bulgaria was              
already 30% worse off in comparison to Greece.  
 
There is no data on war-torn Poland, but it is well known that it was additionally                
robbed by the Soviet Union, along with other CE countries: on the “excuse” of              
reparations and irrespective of whether the country was an ally of Germany or             
invaded by the Nazis, industrial facilities were dismantled and shipped to USSR.  59

In the mid-1990s, CE began to recover from the first years of post-communist             
adjustment as is shown in the table. 

 
1996 and 2019 GDP per capita at PPP (in USD ‘000) 

 
Country 1996  2019 
Germany 34.8 55.3 
Austria 32.3 55.17 
Greece 20.3 40.58 
Czechia 18.6 38.32 
Hungary 14.0 35.94 
Slovakia 12.2 35.65 
Poland 11.6 31.61 

Romania 10.4 29.55 
Bulgaria 8.4 26.0 

Source: OWD (1996) and IMF WEO (2019). 
 
In 2004 and 2007, the CE countries became members of the EU. The global              
2008-2009 recession was a temporary, modest (compared to early 1990s) and           
short-lived affair (11 to 13 months) in CE. It seems that it had almost no negative                
impact on ES, except for the relatively high unemployment, mentioned above. 

ES within the EU: economic performance  
 
It is obvious from the above table that for CE, the years after 2004 and 2007 marked a                  
historic success: they had never before been so prosperous. The international press            
even labelled the last 30 years as the Golden Age for CE.  
 
The ranks of 2019 GDP per capita demonstrate that neighbouring Greece lost the bulk              
of its previous advantage (defaulting on its foreign debt in 2011 and entering into a               
five-year period of recession). Except for Bulgaria, the remaining countries moved           
beyond GDP USD 30,000 per capita threshold or approached it (Romania). 
 
Irrespective of the success of the 15 years in the EU, the difference between CE’s               
wellbeing and that of the “old” EU members remains stark; there has been a drain of                

59 See Anne Applebaum, Iron Curtain: The Crushing of Eastern Europe, 1944-1956, London, Penguin, 2012, 
chapter 2. 

http://www.visegradinsight.eu  26 

https://emerging-europe.com/news/this-is-the-golden-age-eastern-europes-extraordinary-30-year-revival-elsewhere-in-emerging-europe/
http://www.visegradinsight.eu/


 

human capital to the west, and this correlates with the situation in the domestic labour               
markets and the level of productivity. 
 
The graph below compares the productivity (GDP per hour worked) of CE countries             
with that of Austria, Germany and Greece since the beginning of transition and,             
especially, during the years of EU accession and membership. 
 
Interestingly, productivity began catching up in the first years of the market reforms             
(with some delay in Hungary and Bulgaria) and has been on a steady upward              
trajectory ever since. The trend slightly shifted downwards only in Hungary, after            
2011. Nevertheless, productivity of the Polish and Greek economies have somewhat           
stagnated and the prospect is not clear. 
  

 
 
However, the difference between CE, on one hand, and Austria and Germany remains             
significant and, judging from reliable analysis, is the main explanation for the per             60

capita GDP gap in these countries and the majority of “old” EU members. 
 
The problem is how to explain the “stagnating” CE disadvantages in productivity. If             
we take the categorisation of economic policy means and objectives, as suggested by             
Arthur Seldon, the CE ranks in the Economic Freedom of the World (EFW) compiled              
by the Fraser Institute and published by the Economic Freedom Network (EFN) give             
the following picture for 2019.  61

  

60 See: Robert C. Feenstra, Robert Inklaar, and Marcel P. Timmer, The Next Generation of Penn 
World Table, American Economic Review, 2015, 105 (10), pp.: 3150-3182. 
61 The data is for 2017, for 162 countries. The EFW reports cover the period after the 1970s and is regularly 
published since 1996 when CE countries were first included. The author is one of the EFN founders and a 
participant in its methodological consultations. 
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EFW 2019: CEE ranks, relevant indicators 
Country 

Code 
Size of 
govern
ment 

Legal 
System 

and 
Propert
y Rights 

Sound 
Money 

Freedom 
to trade 
internati

onally 

Regula
tion 

Labour 
market 
regulat

ions 

Business 
regulati

ons 

BU 44 72 38 34 38 56 99 
CZ 71 34 59 24 41 17 83 
HU 137 46 8 40 67 68 88 
PL 125 52 11 46 75 54 72 
RO 54 43 49 10 55 42 103 
SL 80 58 34 19 48 83 112 

 
And the picture is very mixed. For very few of the ES relevant indicators, CE is in                 
the top 25%, or top 40 countries covered by EFW. Three countries have an overall               
good score: Czechia is 22nd in world rankings, Romania is 28th and Bulgaria is 37th;               
the other three lag behind the top 40: Slovakia occupies the 40th place, Hungary 54th               
and Poland 59th.  
 
The progress has been registered since the mid-1990s when Bulgaria and Romania            
scored in the third quarter (of modestly unfree countries), and the rest of CE counties               
were in the second quarter. However, Georgia, Estonia, Lithuania and Albania now            
are in the top quarter, well ahead of CE and doing much better on the ES relevant                 
indicators as well. 
 
In all CE countries, productivity, GDP per capita and individual ES are respectively             
restricted by their mal-performance in the area of “Business regulations”. Only Poland            
is somewhat better off, but far behind the above-mentioned four countries. 
 
Czechia is the best among CE countries in terms of “Labour market regulation”, the              
easiness of hiring and firing procedures. Nevertheless, the labour market is over            
regulated. This finding is confirmed also by the use of temporary labor contracts; on              62

average, such contracts are used three times less frequently than in the EU. (Czechia              
is the “best” - only half as many contracts than the EU average.) 
 
The more the government plans, the less space there is for individuals to freely make               
their own plans, Friedrich von Hayek once noted. An indication of government            
planning is how much the government spends.  
 
Except for Bulgaria, CE is not performing very well in this respect. The extraordinary              
large size of CE government spending - especially in Poland and Slovakia - is              
associated with vast volumes of public procurement. 
  
In 2006-2016, the average EU country's public procurement spending was 27% of            
GDP. For Bulgaria, this indicator is 22-23%, for Czechia and Romania - 30%,             
Hungary -- 32-33%, Poland and Slovakia -- two times higher than Bulgaria’s. Austria             

62 The more frequent the use of such contracts, the higher the productivity and easier the taxes. 
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and Germany were spending about 10% of GDP on government procurement of            
goods and services (Greece - 20%). The cost of taking part in government             
procurement seems very high in Bulgaria and Slovakia (6.7% and 7% of GDP,             
respectively) and is rather high (between 5-6 % of GDP) in the rest of the countries.                
The EU average cost is 4.2% of GDP. Except for Czechia where about 30% of the                
contracts are indirectly awarded to foreign companies, CE governments do not like            
foreigners to “do the job”. These costs and practices are associated with public             
perception of corruption, and, perhaps, explain it to some extent.   63

. 
Property rights are relatively well protected but the judicial independence and rule of             
law is far from best even when compared to both “old” and “new” EU countries. The                
non-EU example of Georgia performing better highlights this issue. Again, the worst            
performing, in this respect, is Bulgaria. 
 
If we look back to its historic performance, Bulgaria’s rule of law indicators worsened              
in 2013.  But this is true for all CE indicators relevant for ES assessment. 
ES is also associated with import dependency, which is relatively well dealt with in              
all products and services (as it is obvious from the “Freedom to trade” ranks in the                
table) but was ill-positioned, at least until recently, when it comes to dependency on              
energy resources.  
 
CE countries are gradually moving away from its dependency of Russia supply of             
energy resources, except for Hungary and Bulgaria. The Bulgaria dependency is           64

about 76%, and the influence on politics and economy of Bulgaria is fairly obvious.   65

  

63 See the latest report on the subject by the Commission: EUROPEAN SEMESTER THEMATIC 
FACTSHEET PUBLIC PROCUREMENT: 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/european-semester_thematic-factsheet_p
ublic-procurement_en_0.pdf . 
64 See: , EUROSTAT, November 2019. 
65 See: Krassen Stanchev, , Rocznik Instytutu Europy Środkowo-Wschodniej 13 (2015) Zeszyt 5 
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Human development and inequality 
 
The picture is also mixed in terms of the CE progress in the composite Human               
Development Reports (HDR) by UNDP. The countries ranking from the year before            
the EU membership negotiations started (1998) and 2019 mark a progress but not a              
common success. 
 

Human development ranks (1998 and 2019) 
 

Country HDR 1998 HDR 2019 
Austria 20 16 
Bulgaria 52 53 
Czechia 33 26 
Germany 15 4 
Greece 25 32 
Hungary 38 43 
Poland 40 32 
Romania 55 52 
Slovakia 72 35 

Source: UNDP Annual HDR reports. 
 

Slovakia’s advance is remarkable, Hungary deteriorated, Bulgaria registered no         
change, Romania’s success is modest, and Czechia advanced significantly. (Greece's          
standings deteriorated after 2011 due to the aftermath of the recession and the             
consequences of defaulting on government foreign debt; Austria’s ranks changed          
because other countries performed better, but Germany had even improved its place            
more significantly and from the rather respectful 15th position in 1998. 
 
One explanation might be the size and the government efficiency in budget social             
spending to improve equality, healthcare, dealing with disabilities, education and          
pensions. 
 
The graph below shows that, even in the 1980’s, this spending was significantly lower              
as a percentage of GDP in comparison to Austria, Germany and Greece.  
 

http://www.visegradinsight.eu  30 

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/social-spending-oecd-longrun?country=GRC~DEU~AUT~CZE~HUN~POL~SVK
http://www.visegradinsight.eu/


 

  
 
In the last 10 years, social spending in Czechia, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia have              
been - on average - 5% less of GDP than the other referent countries, there was a raise                  
in Poland and (modestly) in Czechia and a decrease in Hungary and Slovakia. There              
is no information for Bulgaria and Romania in the OMD database on social spending. 
 
The information of the share of total income going to the top 10% income earners is                
available for 2015. The percentage is highest in Bulgaria – 28.8%, then comes Poland              
and Hungary (25.2 and 24%, respectively), Romania (21.6%), Slovakia (20.3%) and           
Czechia (20.1%). 
 
Social inequality is typically explained by the so-called Kuznets Curve: when an            
economy grows and income per capita catches up from some relatively low point, the              
inequality raises (and vice versa). This is not quite the case with inequality in CE;               
business, labour markets and government expenditure also restrict freedom of choice           
and, thus, the capacity of markets to self-regulate inequalities. 
 
For CE and other relevant countries, the 2000-2013 GINI coefficient demonstrates a            
correlation that is very similar to the Kuznets Curve. The most recent data is for 2018                
and paints the following picture:  
 

● Bulgaria is the most unequal country, with GINI 33.9; however, it is above             
Estonia (34.7), Lithuania (34.2) and Latvia (36.6); 

● Greece (33.2), Romania (33), and Poland (32.1) are very close to Bulgaria and             
with GINI above 30-threshold; 

● Slovakia and Czechia are very close to one another (26.1 and 26.6), next to              
them is Hungary (28.7) and its GINI is comparable to that of Germany – 29. 
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ES costs of COVID-19 

The section on Health Security explains the sometimes surprising CE performance in            
dealing with pandemics. What matters in terms of ES is the social and economic costs               
of COVID-19. The EU statistics and evaluations we reviewed by May 31, 2020             
suggest the following regularities: 

● Since mid-March the unemployment CE grew by 25-30%, there is a slowdown            
of the pace of the new unemployed, with a trend of the last two weeks of (at                 
least) seasonal compensation; 

● In terms of expected 2020 GDP decline and 2021 recovery, Poland is the             
best performing EU country, with -4.3% this year  and +4.1 next year; 

● Less “advantageous” are the expected developments of Romania (-6, and          
+4.2% of GDP), Czechia (-6.2, and +5%), and Slovakia – 6.7% GDP decline             
in 2020, and 6.6% recovery in 2021; 

● Bulgaria is estimated to suffer GDP contraction of 7.2% of GDP (recovery of             
6%), and Hungary -- -7% and +6%, respectively. 

● All CE countries seem to be exposed to lesser negative impact than the EU              
average (-7.4%), but, except for Poland, somewhat worse than Austria (-5.5           
and + 5% of GDP) and Germany (-6.5 and +5.9% GDP this and next year). 

 

Conclusions (status quo and capacity to reduce ES threats) 

The above review of different historic backgrounds, statistical and analytical sources           
give an opportunity to draw some conclusions: 

● COVID-19 was in a sense a test of how resilient CE countries and             
governments are to unexpected shock and profound uncertainty like the 2020           
pandemic. This was and is very different from normal recessions, it is a             
sudden and forceful switch off of the human factor in economic activities, an             
immediate threat to individual ES, including physical mobility. The health          
and economic statistics suggest that CE countries are more resilient to such ES             
challenges than the EU average. 
 

● In terms of inequality, given the calculations of the Inequality Gap it seems             
obvious that the governments can distribute more efficiently. However, the          
reliance on government procurement as share in GDP (as shown in the table             
on economic freedom) limits the efficacy to redistribute tax revenues to           
healthcare, education, disability treatment, pensions and social aid.  
 

● As mentioned in the beginning, human ES includes many aspects.          
Regulations often hamper competition amongst business activities and labour         
markets. Human security depends on freedoms, equality before the law and           
judicial independence. In recent years, there are signs of deterioration but the            
impacts on individual ES are not yet well detected by available indexes and             
statistics. 
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● The inequality as measured by GINI does not suggest there is a long-lasting             
threat to individual ES, especially if government redistributive efficacy         
improves simultaneously with possible reforms in rule of law and regulatory           
policies. The mixed performance in HDR rank for the entire period of 1998 –              
2019 provides additional evidence that such efficacy and reforms are needed           
to better address the ES challenges in Central Europe. 

 

 GINI Law HDR Regs Labor Resil- 
iece 

Gvmt 
Efficacy 

Bulgaria M* L M L M M L 
Czechia M M H L H M M 
Hungary M M M L L M M 
Poland M M M M M H M 

Romania M H M L M M M 
Slovakia M M M L L M M 

Note: H is “high”, M – “medium”, L is “low”. 
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IV. Health Security  
 
By Krassen Stanchev  66

 
The WHO defines “health security” (HS) as “activities required, both proactive and            
reactive, to minimise the danger and impact of acute public health events that             
endanger people’s health across geographical regions and international boundaries”.  
 
A brand new index to rank countries according this definition of HS was developed              67

and first published just before the outbreak COVID-19 pandemic, in October 2019. 

Pre-COVID-19 estimates 
 
This Global Health Security Index (GHSI) measures HS by 34 parameters grouped in             
6 categories. They include “Prevention” (of pathogens and health risks), “Detection           
and Reporting" (or real-time surveillance and info-sharing), “Rapid response and          
mitigation”’, “Robustness of the health systems”,  
 
“Compliance with international norms” and “Risk environment” (or overall         
vulnerability to biological threats – a composite category of parameters from the area             
of political, national security, political economy and environmental protection). 
 
GHSI ranked the HS of the CE countries among the top one third of 195 countries in                 
world, but none made it to the group of those thirteen countries “Best Prepared to               
Deal with a Pandemic” (USA, UK, the Netherlands, Australia, Canada, Thailand,           
South Korea, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, France, Switzerland, and Slovenia).  68

 
It makes sense to compare our Central European countries' GHSI 2019 standings with             
those of neighbors and “peers”, like Austria, Germany, and Greece. 
 

GHSI 2019 standings 
Country Score Rank 
Austria 75.5 4 
Bulgaria 41.1 61 
Czechia 52 42 
Germany 66 14 
Greece 53.8 37 

Hungary 54 35 

66 The author teaches Macroeconomic Analysis of Policies and Public Choice Theory at Sofia University, he hold 
doctoral degree from the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, and in early 1990s served as MP and Committee 
Chairman of the Constitutional Assembly of Bulgaria and then was one of the founders and first Executive 
Director of the Institute for Market Economics in Sofia. 
67 2019 is the first edition of GHSI, which is a project of Nuclear Threat Initiative and the Johns Hopkins Center 
for Health Security (of the John Hopkins University in Baltimore, USA), while the methodology of the GDSI was 
developed in cooperation with The Economist Intelligence Unit. The details and the names of the team members 
for the compilation of the Index are available at the GHSI website. 
68 These countries were reported by Statista soon after the release of GHSI, and then in early January 2020 by 
Forbes and in mid-February by the WEF as an example to follow. 
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Poland 54.4 32 
Romania 45.8 60 
Slovakia 47.9 52 

Source: GDSI 
 
The difference between Austria and Czechia is somewhat surprising – about a century             
ago the countries were at equal stage of development, and in August 1938 the              
National Geographic ran a special issue about the “Czechoslovaks – the Yankees of             
Europe” where it stated Czechioslovakia was surpassing Austria, economically.         
Equally strange is the fact that, according to the Index, Slovakia is closer to Romania               
than to Czechia. 
  
Slovenia ranks 12th, after France, ahead of Switzerland, Germany, Spain and Norway.            
Lithuania (33rd) is next to Poland, and looks a notch better (along with South Africa),               
then comes Hungary, and Serbia is one place better than Czechia, while it shares the               
same GHSI scores with post-Soviet Georgia and Armenia. 

Post-COVID-19 situation 
 
The 2020 pandemic politicised the medical field and translated policies and politics            
into the medical discipline. It is not yet even remotely clear why half of the above                
mentioned thirteen “’best prepared countries” are the worst affected by the virus. (The             
only country in this group that performed extraordinarily well is Slovenia: it became             
the first EU country to officially declare the pandemic over on May 14 - after two                
weeks of only 35 newly COVID-19 infected cases.) 
 
As of May 26, Statista reported that the USA (ranked 1st in GHSI) had reported 30.2                
COVID-19 deaths per 100,000 of population, UK (ranked 2nd) – 55.64, the            
Netherlands (ranked 3rd) – 33.94, and Switzerland (13th) – 22.6 deaths.  
 
By the same criteria, even the worst hit CE countries are performing (as of May 28,                
2020) considerably better than their neighbours as well as the “old” EU member             
states. 

Reported COVID-19 deaths per 100 000 residents 
 

Select 
countries 

death
s  

CE 
Countries 

death
s  

Germany 10.1 Romania 6.3 
France 42.7 Slovenia 5.2 
Sweden 41.4 Hungary 5.2 
Denmark 9.7 Czechia 3.0 
Austria 7.3 Poland 2.7 
Finland 5.7 Bulgaria 1.9 
Greece 1.6     

Source: European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDPC) 
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There are combinations of different factors that can explain the situation. The two-tier             
healthcare system, which includes both publicly and privately funded provision of           
medical services, is relatively young in CE countries; it has existed as a legal system               
only for about 20 years or so. There are countries, like Georgia, which do not have                
public healthcare beyond ambulance and emergency services - yet both funding and            69

hospitals share the overall GDSI rank in these countries, and the COVID-19 death rate              
for 100 thousand residents is 3.1 (as of May 28th). 
 
The indicators that demonstrate how mature such a system is relates to the proportion              
of out-of-pocket payments (OPP) for medical care by the residents of the countries are              
obliged to make. It is defined as a percentage of total current health expenditure. 
 
Most CE countries are far from exemplifying the best practices. According to Eurostat             
data (the most recent is for the 2012-2017), the picture shows the following; 
 

● Only Czechia with average around 14% of such payments is close to the             
lowest percentages of “old” EU members (France – below 10%, Germany –            
14%, Luxemburg – around 11%, Sweden and UK – 15% of average for the              
period); 

● Of the new member states Estonia, Slovenia and Croatia are very similar to             
these countries; Lithuania resembles Mediterranean countries, which OPPs is         
well above 30% of the health payments;  

● All other countries, except Bulgaria, are in a belt between 20% and 30% of              
payments for medical services: Romania – 21% (improved from 23% at the            
beginning of the period); Poland – 23% (average); Hungary – 27% in 2017             
(down from approximately 30% in 2012); Slovakia – improved from 23%           
before 2014 to 18.5%; 

● It looks as if that the level of OPPs in Central Europe is approximating the               
level of Austria (with 19% on average for the period), Finland and Ireland; 

● The outlier in the EU is Bulgaria: the OPP is firmly of the level of 47% in the                  
last ten years; close to Bulgaria is only Latvia with 40% OPP on average.  

In April, 2019, WHO Europe rang the alarm that OPPs on the continent are pushing               
1% to 9% of households into poverty, and that due to OPPs, “between 1% and 17% of                 
households experience catastrophic health spending, which may mean they can no           
longer afford to meet other basic needs such as food, housing and heating.”  
 
CE countries, being poorer than “old” member states, could have been more severely             
affected by the pandemic. Obviously, this is not happening, and perhaps OPP is better              
than no payment. It looks as if the inefficiencies of the two-tier system in CE turned                
out to be an advantage: the insufficient government (taxpayer) funding is being            
compensated by OPPs. 
 
The Business Insider, Erective, the Guardian, Wall Street Journal, Financial Times           
and New York Times have all indicated, as early as mid-April, the good performance              

69 See details in: Frederik Roeder, Andria Urushadze, Kakha Bendukize and Michael Tanner, Healthcare Reform 
in the Republic of Georgia, Tbilisi, 2014. 
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of CE during the pandemic and offered their own explanations for this obvious - albeit               
far from certain - success. Some refer to the discipline of vaccination in the region               
since the early 1950s. Other factors they explore is funding, and there is a belief that                70

Czechia’s, Poland’s and Slovakia’s systems are well funded while this is not the case              
for the remaining three countries, which these publications contend, could lead to the             
failure of their healthcare systems if the pandemic exacerbates the situation or if there              
is a new wave of infection. 
 
The latter warning is, perhaps, fictitious: the CE public is increasingly relying on             
private health services and privately financed healthcare; out-of-pocket financing         
would also help while lockdowns and quarantine restrictions are gradually lifted and            
doctors and hospitals gain experience in dealing with COVID-19. 
 
Other factors, such as a lower level of population density, including the relatively             
larger percentage of the population living in rural settings which contributed to the CE              
countries’ better performance during the pandemic. 
 
In December 2018, Pharma IQ (an Internet public discussion platform established by            
lead pharmaceutical companies) had raised the problem of “7 common concerns about            
clinical trials [of medicine and vaccines] in Eastern Europe”: they raise issues mostly             
related to quality of the health statistics and information plus bureaucratic hurdles in             
the approval processes, but these are much more relevant for CE’s eastern neighbours             
(Russia and Ukraine in particular) rather than the EU members and accession states. 
 
However, the CE issues regarding refunding medication and keeping up with most            
modern vaccination and supply of state-of-the-art medical equipment remains open          
and needs further examination. 
 
GHSI and Eurostat hint at another factor via the “HS response capacity” sub-index             
and hospital beds per 1,000 citizens’ statistics. 
 
The response capacity in pandemics as assessed by the Index last year was better than               
the overall rank of the CE countries, except for Poland. The beds’ statistic (as of               
2017) is even more telling: 
 

● The leader here is Bulgaria with 616.8 beds; Germany is next with 601.5 beds; 
● Romania (with 525.3 beds), Slovakia (490.7 beds), Poland (485.1 beds) and           

Hungary with 427.1 beds are somewhere in the middle of the CE group; 
● The lowest number of beds is in Czechia – 410.9 beds is significantly larger              

than the average for the EU – 372.2 beds. 

70 This explanation is supported by the September 2018 study on Vaccination Programmes and Health Systems in 
the EU, which found that CE citizens had much less doubts and prejudices about vaccines’ safety and quality than 
the public of “old” Europe.  The EU Vaccination Information Portal concludes that “Individual European countries 
decide which vaccines should be part of their national vaccination programmes and funded by their national health 
systems” and that such programmes are “based on local conditions, such as how common the disease is, as well as 
economic factors”.  The portal gives an opportunity to compare vaccine programs of the member states, CE 
country  programs do not seem to be less comprehensive or effective. 
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Healthcare personnel statistics on physicians per 100 thousand residents and ratios           
between “specialists” and “GPs” (also for the 2012-2017) for the majority of the new              
member states and CE countries is somewhat advantageous, but there are no leading             
positions. Only Poland and Slovakia had in 2017 fewer physicians per 100,000            
residents than the average for the EU. 

The larger picture 
 
One of the most interesting developments of the last 70 years in Central Europe is in                
life expectancy (LE). The basic indicator here is “LE at birth” or the average number               
of years a newborn would live if the pattern of mortality in the given year were to stay                  
the same throughout its life. 
 
If one takes LE statistics of the Oxford University and compiled the LE statistical              
history since 1950 of the six CE countries and Austria, Germany and Greece, the              
picture would be very informative. 
 
The following table gives an impression of these developments. 
 
LE at birth: CE countries and select reference countries i(1950-2015) 
Country 

1950 
onwards 

‘55 ‘60 ‘65 ‘70 ‘75 ‘80 ‘85 ‘90 ‘95 ‘00 ‘05 ‘10 

Austria 68.02 69.66 70.14 70.80 72.14 73.28 75.00 76.16 77.54 78.93 80.14 80.99 
Bulgaria 62.33 66.78 70.28 70.91 71.07 71.10 71.24 71.39 71.11 70.97 72.19 73.13 
Czechia 66.86 69.59 70.35 69.99 70.04 70.64 70.78 71.46 72.50 74.23 75.54 76.98 
Germany 67.52 68.91 69.97 70.66 71.15 72.30 73.65 74.99 75.99 77.32 78.63 79.74 
Greece 65.75 67.15 69.25 70.10 71.81 72.83 74.50 75.63 77.39 78.08 79.11 80.02 
Hungary 64.01 66.91 68.79 69.45 69.41 69.59 69.08 69.42 69.41 70.88 72.54 73.74 
Poland 61.44 65.89 68.31 69.79 70.28 70.35 70.70 70.73 71.15 72.72 74.60 75.56 
Romania 61.15 63.29 67.78 67.34 69.02 69.59 69.73 69.52 69.60 69.71 71.47 73.08 
Slovakia 64.43 68.64 70.63 70.32 70.08 70.48 70.63 70.97 71.61 72.74 73.82 74.77 

Source: OWD (the World Bank) 
 
Some LE differences between the countries have an even longer past, they begin prior              
WWII; from these starting points, LE improves relatively fast and at the same pace in               
all the countries – regardless of the whole-sale destruction of life, improved hygiene,             
living conditions or massive vaccination programmes in the countries. 
 
In the 1960’s and after, the LE in the three non-communist countries continues to              
improve, although at a slower pace; 
 
However in the communist CE countries, the improvement either stops or rather is so              
slow that it is almost invisible for about 30 years, until 1990. 
 
During this time, the LE for Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary and Bulgaria was            
prolonged only by 2-2.5 years; likewise, in Romania until early 1980, the            
improvement was about four years, then it stayed flat or went into negative for short               
periods of time. 
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In all the countries, the improvement started in 1991, irrespective of any recession or              
economic hardships, and the pace that is twice faster than in the previous 30 years,               
similar to the post-1960 pace of prolonging longevity in the reference to            
non-communist countries. 

The reason for such developments is not the age of citizens in these countries. 

In fact, Bulgaria is the sixth oldest nation in the EU if this is being assessed by the                  
share of the population that are aged 65 years and older. “Older” than Bulgaria are               71

Italy, Greece, Portugal, Finland and Germany, with a share of the senior citizens             
between 22.5% and 22.9%. Bulgaria follows with 21.5%, next comes Hungary and            
Czechia (with 20.2 and 20.1% respectively), Romania (19.2%), Poland (18.7%) and           
Slovakia (16.7%). A “young nation” by EU standards would be a country with less              
than 15% share of above 65 seniors in the population.   72

In the world, according to OWD, just 30 years ago, the death rate from infectious               
diseases (including mother-to-child transmission) was over 33% of all deaths. In           
2017, this number had decreased to 19%, while that of non-communicable diseases            
was 73% (increasing from 58% in 1990).  

In CE countries, the decrease in deaths due to infectious diseases for this period has               
been a dramatic 50%. As mentioned above, the LE as a composite indicator of HS               
has been improving relatively well in the last 30 years. In only one country, Bulgaria,               
the process started later, in 1998. In current times, the COVID-19 deaths have not              73

increased the weekly mortality rates since the beginning of the lockdowns in March in              
any of the CE countries, while they have had much more significant impact in West               
European countries.   74

In the section on Economic Security, it was mentioned that 25 years ago the notion of                
human security was amended to include political, human rights and environmental           
components. 

The overall positive environmental performance of CE in the last 30 years has also              
contributed to HS. 

At first, the environment was cleaned up “by itself” – due to the bankruptcy of               
state-owned heavy industries and central planning. Then gradually proper legal          
frameworks to prevent pollution and introduce environmental impact assessments         
were put in place while new owners of privatised industries were partially exempt             
from environmental liabilities.  

In turn, however, the environmental agencies were prompt to more strictly apply            
environmental standards to new private owners than to old state-owned enterprises.           
In the last 20 years, but especially in the previous decade, all CE countries (except               
Poland) improved their ranks in the Environmental Performance Index from the           

71 The following numbers in this paragraph are estimate for CE countries by the Wiener Institut fuer Intenational 
Wirtschaftsvergleiche (WIIW) and Statista – for the EU (December 2019). 
72 It is still twice more than Turkey’s 8% share. 
73 For detail, see the section of Economic Security. In the last ten years, LE in Bulgaria grew as much as for the 
entire 50 years before 1997. 
74 For “old’ EU these rates are available from European Mortality Monitoring Activity (EUROMOMO), for CE 
countries by the national statistic offices. 
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groups of mal-performing to the group of the best performing 40 countries (out of 180               
globally). 

Conclusions 
 

The COVID-19 developments, life expectancy and health related statistics and          
indexes help extract conclusions about the overall HS in CE. 

The health infrastructure, a legacy of the past, is an indisputable advantage of the              
region, but it does not only harken back to the communist times. If one looks at the                 
details of how the health system was reformed in CE, one regularity is obvious: the               
private tier of the system was added to the state-owned/financed tier but the             
state-owned segment, irrespectively of its deficits and public dislike (which is another            
remnant of the past) was not dismantled. Politics was a factor here too: it is hard to                 
win a seat in a municipal council or keep the image of a political party by closing                 
hospitals. 

Gradually, the competition from the private hospitals and political rivalry boosted           
over time the quality of the medical services in general. There is a rising predilection               
to private health care, it is correlated with the overall trend to raising income per               
capita and dwindling poverty (see the section on Economic Security) but its            
comparatively better quality and efficacy attracts the middle class. 

The differences between the countries in term of quality of health services as well in               
financing have contributed to an overall flexibility of the CE health systems, some             
features, like out-of-pocket payments, are not very much different from Switzerland           
and southern Europe; they were sometimes commonly believed to be an evidence of             
healthcare deficiencies, but the picture is mixed and in crisis such features could have              
served to the benefit of the citizens. 

The positive developments in CE life expectancy are not only an evidence of the              
simple fact that being “un-wealthy is unhealthy”. The statistics clearly show that            
improvements in life expectancy started immediately after 1989, and it is very likely             
that the overall improvement of Human Security has been a key factor of this              
development.  

The overall positive economic and environmental performance of CE countries also           
contributed to the Health Safety. This does not mean that the health systems are              
problem free: the improvement of quality of the medical services, pharmaceuticals           
and hospitals remains a challenge. The income advantages and career prospects for            
medical professionals in “old” Europe are still draining human capital from CE,            
especially the poorer countries. 

The following table, based on the five of GHSI indicators, summarises the            75

experience with HS to date and helps identify the future threats. The assessment of              
“low”, “medium” and “high” is based on comparisons to peers. Risk environments            
are mostly associated with negative economic impacts of the pandemic. 
 

75 We omit the compliance with international norms. 
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HS Status Quo and Capacity to Reduce HS Threats 

Country Prevention Detection Reporting Response Robustness Risk 
environment 

Bulgaria H  L M H H M 
Czechia H H M H  H M 

Hungary H  M M H M M 
Poland H M M H M M 

Romania H  M M H M M 
Slovakia H H M H  H M 
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Conclusion  
 
Marcin Zaborowski 

 
The Human Security situation that is emerging from this report’s contributions is a 
mixed bag. There is no doubt the region experienced much progress in its material 
well-being, although the progress has been uneven with Poland recording 
uninterrupted economic growth since 1992 and Bulgaria entering into several crises in 
the last 30 years. Still, overall, the region has become more prosperous without 
creating large inequalities and masses of poverty. It is also expected that the region 
will emerge less affected from the recession promoted by the pandemic than the rest 
of the EU.  
 
The healthcare situation in the region is also far from dramatic. In terms of hard 
figures concerning the number of hospital beds or number of doctors per capita, 
Central Europe is doing as well as or better than the rest of the EU. However, these 
rather old-fashioned measurements, may be misleading as they say little about the 
level of medical research and development, access to most modern pharmaceuticals or 
technologically advanced diagnoses; it is no secret that in all these areas Central 
Europe has been lagging behind.  
 
Perhaps one of the major drawbacks of the healthcare systems in Central Europe 
concerns training and are largely cultural in nature. Doctor training in Central Europe 
involves fewer hours of actual patient-contact, as the system remains old-fashioned 
and extremely hierarchical. Young doctors are overloaded with paperwork and spend 
an insufficient amount of time on treating patients.  
 
Despite these weaknesses, the overall health situation in the region has been 
improving, which is most of all reflected in the significant extension of 
life-expectancy, with the gap between the region and the rest of the EU significantly 
narrowing in the 30 years since the end of the Cold War. In Poland, for example, life 
expectancy has grown by 7 years during this time. The figures for the rest of the 
region are similar as demonstrated in the chapter on health security.  
 
The actual handing of the pandemic did not expose the weaknesses of Central 
European healthcare systems, not least because the ratio of infections in the region has 
so far been significantly below the EU average. It is not clear yet why the region has 
been less affected than the rest of the EU. Part of the answer is probably in the fact 
that the region is less exposed to globalisation than the rest of the EU. The almost 
universal level of vaccination, which was compulsory under communism, may also be 
part of the answer. In any case, there is no doubt that the WTO predictions as to the 
readiness of handling the pandemic have been proven wrong. The US, the UK and 
Sweden – the countries most severely affected by the pandemic – should have been 
best prepared to handle it while Central Europe was way behind these nations in the 
WTO readiness statistics.  
 
Although the region’s health situation in confronting the pandemic was not dramatic, 
there were some areas where inadequacies became apparent. In particular, in the areas 
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marked by the governments’ interventions in securing emergency supplies needed for 
preventing the spread of pandemic, which mostly took place outside the regular public 
procurement procedures. As demonstrated in the report, the application of fast-track 
methods in supplying masks, tests and other materials needed to prevent the spread of 
the virus often resulted in delivery of faulty products and major financial gains to the 
business interests friendly to the governments. The pandemic has demonstrated that 
the weakness of the rule of law in the region – undermined by the governing elites in 
recent decades – has resulted in a major spike of corruption as well as an emergence 
of an unhealthy relationship between politics and business.  
 
Finally, where the region does stand out in a negative light is the Human Security 
sector, specifically Gender-Based-Violence (GBV). Here the decades of the region’s 
isolation from the West have resulted in cultural differences, which have their impact 
on combating Gender-Based-Violence.  
 
As demonstrated in the report, the governing elites in the region often maintain that 
cultural values in their respective countries are more traditional and require no 
adoption of international norms and standards. In the Region, only Poland and 
Romania have signed and ratified the Istanbul Convention on Preventing and 
Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence and in both countries the 
matter remains deeply controversial hampering the actual implementation of the 
Convention’s provisions. Bulgaria, Czechia, Hungary and Slovakia have not ratified 
the Convention and in all these countries there is a growing narrative in favour of 
rejecting international norms on cultural grounds. Meanwhile, as demonstrated in the 
report, there is growing evidence of mass un-reporting of GBV cases and police 
inaction in confronting the cases which are documented.  
 
The GBV issue also has a geopolitical dimension. The narrative adopted by Central 
Europeans governments stressing the region’s cultural distinctiveness is consistent 
with the views preached by Vladimir Putin, under whose rule Russia failed to even 
define GBV in its domestic law. The views of cultural distinctiveness of Central 
Europe have been for years promoted by pro-Kremlin media in the region. The 
persistence of culturally-conservative attitudes in the region is in part a result of 
decades of its cultural isolation but it is also influenced by the pro-Russian 
propaganda, which is of growing importance in Central Europe.  
 
The EU has had a direct modernising impact on Central Europe in the run-up to 
enlargement. As long as the governments in the region were confronted with the need 
to comply with the conditions set by the EU, they were adopting changes to their 
domestic laws and building the institutions of the rule of law. 16 years since the first 
wave of EU Eastern enlargement, it is clear that the Europeanisation that took place 
has been shallow. Practically all governments in the region have been undermining 
the rule of law and most have failed to adopt international norms on women rights to 
their domestic legislation. In both these fields, Central Europe has been drifting 
further from the western mainstream and (despite some occasional fierce anti-Russian 
rhetoric) closer towards Russia.  It is therefore also of geopolitical importance that 
Central Europe returns to the path of modernisation, which, to some extent, may be 
stimulated by the EU and the US.  
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December 2018 
 

Many more can be found here.  
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