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THE DEVELOPMENT OF CHOSEN SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC INDICATORS IN RURAL
AREAS OF THE SLOVAK REPUBLIC

Marian KOVACIK*, Eva ZUFFOVA

Slovak University of Agriculture in Nitra, Slovak Republic

The focus of the following article was to study development of certain social and economic indicators in Slovakia. We focused this
paper on two types of regions in Slovakia, urban and rural. For this purpose we decided to measure the development of inhabitants
in rural and urban areas as well as median age of the population. We also partially focused on the sector of agriculture since it used
to play an important role in rural areas as a key employer. We found that there is a trend of moving people from urban to rural areas
and that agriculture is losing its key role because of decreasing employment trend. This can be caused by low attractiveness of this
sector and low income which, nowadays, plays an important role in finding a job.
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Nowadays, approximately half of the land in the EU is used
for agricultural purposes. In 2013, there were 10.8 million
farms across the EU utilizing 174.4 million hectares of land
which represented approximately 40% of the total land
fund. The average size of agricultural holding in the EU
was 16.1 hectares (EC, 2015). Due to past reforms of CAP,
the methods of utilizing the land are more environmental
friendly with positive impact on rural areas. Approximately
half of the EU population lives in rural areas. More than half
of the EU land fund can be found in regions classified as
predominantly rural (Eurostat, 2012). The OECD has defined
predominantly rural region as having more than 50% of
the population living in rural communities with population
density over 150 persons per square kilometre (Beshiri
and Bollman 2001). There are some differences between
rural areas. In general, rural settlements near towns can be
characterized as dynamic and stable, whereas settlements
farther from town can be characterized with declining
overall development as turbulent (Niittykangas, 2006).
Agriculture sector plays different role in European countries,
e.g., agriculture in Central and Eastern European countries is
a much more important component of the economy than in
industrialized countries. It traditionally accounted for 15-20%
of GDP and total employment, compared to only 2-3% in the
rest of the EU (Klomp, 2014). Due to economic development in
certain regions the farmers try to improve their activities. One
of these is taking over the land which was previously used by
their competitors. This results in decrease of employment in
agriculture and an increase of average farm size (Beckers et
al,, 2018). Nowadays in Slovakia, there is a similar situation like
in the rest of the EU. In 2012, over 50% of inhabitants lived in
predominantly rural areas, almost 40% lived in intermediate
regions and 11.4% lived in predominantly urban areas.

When considering the area, 59% of the area belongs
to predominantly rural areas, almost 37% consisted of
intermediate regions and 4.2% consisted of predominantly
urban areas. In total, 95.8% of regions can be considered
rural (PRV, 2014). Agriculture can be considered as the main
economic activity in majority of rural areas.

The agricultural sector has been related to production of
essential food crops for hundreds of years, being the main
source of livelihood for many people. The fundamental role
of agriculture in economic development of many countries
around the world has long been recognized (Alston and
Pardey, 2014). The agricultural activity may also have several
other functions beyond its role of producing food and
fibre, which has emerged as a key notion in scientific and
policy debates regarding the future of agriculture and rural
development. Current and future members of community
profit from rural areas utilized by farmers (EC, Agriculture,
2014). In 2011, about 42% of the 26.7 million people working
regularly in agriculture in the EU were women and at least one
holding out of five (around 29%) was managed by a woman.
Women play a major role in civil society and in economic
growth in rural areas all over the world (Franic et al., 2015).

Rural areas can also be defined by Eurostat methodology
which is based on two hierarchical levels of territorial units -
local (municipal) and regional. Municipality, on local LAU
2 level, is considered a settlement with density lower than
150 inhabitants per km” On regional level, there are three
types of regions: predominantly rural regions, where 50% of
inhabitants live in countryside; intermediate regions, where
15-50% of inhabitants live in countryside and predominantly
urban regions where only 15% of inhabitants live in
countryside. In Slovakia, there are 79 districts on LAU 1 level
out of which 70 can be considered rural. Predominantly rural
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regions consist of 31 districts and the rest are intermediate
regions. There are only two predominantly urban regions,
the districts with the two biggest cities in Slovakia, Bratislava,
the capital in the western Slovakia, and Kosice in eastern
Slovakia (Buchta, 2012).

Predominantly rural areas have certain specifics when
compared to predominantly urban regions. To the main
features belong lower concentration of capital, lower
concentration of inhabitants which limits the demand for
goods and services. There is also lower education level of
inhabitants as well as lower vitality index. In countryside, there is
lack of certain localization factors which bring to entrepreneurs
agglomeration effects such as level of infrastructure, number
and size of entrepreneurs (Fazikova, 2009). Despite the negative
features, countryside has been becoming more attractive
over the past years, especially countryside near the cities.
Since the beginning of 90’s, the rural areas have undergone
certain changes such as renewal of local municipalities, public
administration reforms and decline of certain economic
sectors — agriculture and forestry. The accession of Slovakia
into the EU brought regulations in primary production,
regional development and tourism. All these changes formed
the current state of rural areas (Gajdos, 2015).

Material and methods

Rural areas represent a dynamic and constantly changing
environment. The main goal of the following paper is to
describe chosen social and economic indicators in rural
areas through analysis of basic data. Our aim is to find new
trends in rural areas before and after entering the EU. The
theoretical base is provided by several authors operating
in the field. The data we used can be found on web pages
of the Slovak statistical office, Eurostat database and Green
reports done by the Research Institute of Agricultural and
Food Economics. When drawing data from these databases
we found that there are different time series. Some data
were found since 1993, some since 1994, 1996 or 2000.
Nevertheless, we used this data to describe the development
of these indicators in rural areas. The data were later used to
calculate the trend and graphically expressed in MS Excel
charts. For the purposes of this article we did not focus on
a specific regions; we only used basic division to rural and
urban regions in the Slovak Republic. When considering
employment rate in rural areas, our assumption was based
on general knowledge that in rural areas the main employer
is the sector of agriculture. For the purposes of this article,
we focused on the following indicators:
- demographic development in rural and urban areas
in Slovakia,
- changes in median age of inhabitants in rural and
urban areas,
- development of unemployment rate in Slovakia and
in rural areas,
- development of employment rate in agriculture
since the 90's,
- analysis of average nominal wages in chosen sectors
of economy,
—analysis of current situation in agriculture and
employment rate.
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Results and discussion

In the past, agriculture significantly participated in
economic development of rural areas. Some said it was a key
actor in employment in rural areas. The economic structure
of countryside was based on traditional rural sectors such
as agriculture, forestry and fishery. Nowadays, there is an
increasing importance of other sectors which can effectively
use local resources, e.g. rural tourism, agro-tourism and
traditional craftsmanship. There can also be other sectors,
those that increase the quality of life, such as social
services (Gajdos, 2015). Of course, the countryside simply
cannot provide advantages compared to concentrated
capital in urban areas. On the other hand, countryside can
provide effective forms of organisation and cooperation
in agriculture, food processing and forestry. Rural areas
can provide better base for creating associations among
businessmen, municipalities and partnerships which help
the development of municipality and tourism (Gajdos,
2015).There are, and there will be, differences between rural
and urban ways of life. The fact is that majority of Slovak
inhabitants live in urban areas, but the quality of their life
is connected to rural areas, when considering the quality of
environment, primary production, active free time in nature,
cultural and historical sightseeing. The trend in residency
was changing during 1993-2015 period. At the beginning
and during the 90°s, there was a tendency of living in urban
areas, but later after 2000, there was a shift towards living in
rural areas. The causes of moving to cities were different e.g.
better job opportunities, education, civic amenities, access
to services or the quality of infrastructure.

There were recorded changes at the beginning of the
new millennium. We can see an increase of population in
rural areas and this trend has continued up to today. The
rural areas are especially attractive for young families who are
looking for a quiet lifestyle in combination with lower living
costs (Dugovi¢, 2015). Among other advantages of rural areas
we can mention higher availability of land and cleaner and
healthier environment. The migration to rural areas can be
seen in the whole region of Slovakia. The Figure 2 shows us
the changes in urban - rural migration by sex. We can see that
not only women form a higher share in population, but also
both sexes have increasing tendency of living in rural areas.

The trend in this migration is also supported by the
changes in median age in urban and rural areas (Figure 3).
Since 2000, there has been recorded lower median age in
rural areas (38 years) than in cities (40). This chart can support
the hypothesis that younger people are moving from
urban to rural areas. Rural areas have been experiencing
a new boom; people leave the comfort of big cities, good
infrastructure and advanced services (Dugovi¢, 2015). The
reason for this migration can be the desire for a family house
that is often financially unsustainable in cities. A family
house is considered to be the best way of living that can
be achieved and is connected with the ideas of a happy life
(Gajdos, 2012).

On the other hand, from the overall point of view, the
age of population is constantly rising in both rural as well as
urban regions indicating population ageing which can lead
to several social and economic problems. The increasing
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share of seniors in the future will be
reflected in every developed economy
as well as in the structure of its
population consumption (TASR, 2016).
Changes in the number, increase,
distribution and age structure of
population, caused by changes in the
reproductive and family behaviour of
population will have a serious impact
on social development. Impact will
affect all areas of societal life, first of
all the labour market, social insurance,
health care and social services (Vario,
2015).
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Unemployment in Slovakia

Every country tries to achieve the
lowest or natural unemployment
rate. Employment rate represents
the economic health condition of
a country. Therefore, unemployment
is considered a severe economic and
social feature with multiple negative
effects on the whole society (Uhnak,
1998). Unemployment is a social
problem, but in flexible economy
there exists a natural unemployment
rate which is considered a naturally
occurring feature connected to

permanent economy structure (Stanek
et al, 2002). The development of
unemployment has been changing in
Slovakia since the creation of the Slovak
Republic in 1993. The most critical
period can be considered from 2000 to
2002. Another critical period showed
up after the 2008 economic crisis. In
Slovakia, the negative effects started to
be observed in the following years of
2009 and 2010.This crisis had a negative
effect on GDP growth as a result of
decreased foreign demand for Slovak
production. Industrial sector was the
most affected area as it is considerably
dependent on development of world
markets. All these negative effects
resulted in higher rate of redundancies
(Laurova, 2012).

The unemployment rate in rural
areas is considerably higher than in
urban areas. There are several reasons
which explain this situation. One of the
most significant reasons is insufficient
educational and qualification structure
of human resources, low mobility and
connection to agriculture (Fazikova,
2005). Although the unemployment
rate is decreasing during the studied
period, there are still differences
between males and females. The
unemployment rate of females is higher
than in case of males (Fig. 4). Since
agriculture is still one of the important
sectors in rural areas, the following text
will focus on employment in agriculture.
When considering the employment
in general, the share of agriculture is
low, but the ability to create new jobs
is higher than in other sectors. This job
position in rural areas, unlike in other
sectors, does not require high mobility
or building the follow-on infrastructure
such as housing, transportation, etc.
(Buchta, 2015). Generally, in Slovakia,
the share of agriculture on employment
has a long term decreasing tendency,
but when looking at the situation in
rural areas, this share is higher than
on the national level. Nowadays,
agriculture cannot be seen as the main
source of employment in rural areas.
It is necessary to take into account
the difference between permanent
and seasonal employees. Among the
employees, there is an ageing trend.
The share of employees younger than
35 years has been decreasing. On the
other hand, there was an increase
of older employees who are over 60
years old. These are mainly small farms
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holders of up to 5 ha (Kovacik et al.,
2016). Various factors contributed to
redundancy in agriculture. Utilizing
the land has become more advanced,
new technologies have been supplying
human resources, and this trend is
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Figure 4 Development of unemployment rate in Slovakia in %
Source: Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic, 2017
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fruits and vegetables) interesting for
consumers. This can be seen as another
factor which, in the end, helped to
decrease the job supply in agricultural
sector. The farmers had to change their
production structure in order to become
more competitive to foreign products.

In the end, we need to take into
account that employment in agriculture
has become less attractive for younger
people and working in rural areas is not
in accordance with their perception
of life. But it is necessary to state that
this phenomenon can be seen in all EU
member countries. In 2012, 10.3 million
of people were employed in agriculture
inEU-28.1n 2014, this number decreased
by over 600,000 people. Based on
Eurostat (2016), the highest share of
agriculture on employment (over 10%)
can be seen in countries like Romania
(16.6%), Greece (12.9%), Poland (12.2%),
Croatia (12.1%), Lithuania (11.4%) and
Hungary (11.3%).

Since the beginning of the 1990's,
a constant decrease of employment in
agriculture has been observed. Of all
the people employed in agriculture,
women constituted %. From long-term
point of view, this share has not been
changing. In 2014, there was a slight
increase of this share by 1.4% compared
to 2013.This slight increase has resulted
from the activities realized under the
Rural Development Programme of
the Slovak Republic 2007-2013. This
programme  contained  measures
aimed at job creation in the sector
of agriculture. Changes can also be
observed in the structure of employees.
In recent period, there is an increase of
administrative workers and a decrease
of “traditional” manual workers.

Changes can also be observed in
the structure of employees. The age
of the employees is also rising due to
low interest of younger generation
(Riafe, 2016). In the past years, there
has been an increase of administrative
workers and a decrease of “traditional”
manual workers. On the other hand,
employment in agriculture does not
seem attractive when considering
the level of income. On the figure 6
we can see differences in average
monthly income in selected branches
of economy. We can see that income in
agriculture is the lowest and also with
the lowest development. The highest
income was in the sector of financial
and insurance activities.
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Labour assessment in agriculture is different when
considering the sex of employees. Qualified estimates show
us that average salaries of women are 20% lower compared
to men (Buchta, 2008).

Conclusion

Rural areas are characterized by their specifics which have
undergone several changes during the previous years.
Not only the rural areas are changing, but also the human
perception of rurality is changing. During the 1990-2015
period, we saw several changes in selected indicators.
Firstly, there are changes in living preferences towards the
rural areas. After the year 2000 there can be seen significant
migration from urban to rural areas. Especially, the “middle
generation” is looking for living in a calm rural area.

The rural areas are naturally connected to agriculture
as its main employer. Recently there have begun changes
towards non-agricultural services and therefore this sector
has undergone several changes in the past years. The
number of people working in agriculture has been constantly
decreasing. Among the causes of this development we can
include the innovation and modernisation of agricultural
sector and the low job attractiveness due to the level of
income. Low salary and, usually, the hard-physical work
repel the possible young labour force.

These events contributed to changes, shaping rural
areas. Despite the increase of inhabitants in rural areas, the
employment rate remains lower. Most of the newcomers
continue to work in urban areas and use the rural areas
only for living without further economic impact. The results
of this paper can be used for further study of rural areas in
Slovakia as well as a comparison with other EU member
states; particularly with “2004” new member states in
comparison to EU-15 states in order to see the similarities or
differences in rural development in the EU.
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