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The downward spiral continues
The failure of the current socioeconomic model in the country is obvious. The most burning social issues are
rising unemployment, the reform of the pension system and new legislation on flexible part-time work, which
replaces the previous system of student work while also offering unemployed and retired people incentives
for “flexible” work. The bankruptcy of many companies and small businesses, widespread corruption,
violations of workers’ rights and the exploitation of migrant workers, together with a controversial new coal
power plant, have made the headlines. The country has also already faced significant penalties from the EU
because of its deficient environmental policies.
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The lack of coherent economic, environmental and
social policies is leading Slovenia in a downward
spiral in which exploitation of the environment and
people continues to take an increasingly high toll
on the population’s wellbeing. Thus, the country
will be building a new coal power plant while it is
already paying sanctions of EUR 80 million (about
USD 113 million) for failing to meet Kyoto standards.
The economic crisis has revealed many underlying
contradictions and uncertainties in Slovene society,
with the public debate revolving around questions
of employment, intergenerational solidarity, wealth
distribution and the environment.
During the transition to a market-driven economy, Slovenia morphed from having almost no social differences to having a distinct elite group owning
a significant portion of the national economy on the
one hand, and a record number of poor and unemployed people on the other. The economic elite consolidated itself through shares acquired from controversial
management buyouts. Some of these buyouts (and
other fraudulent behaviour) are now in court; one case
includes the first Slovene ombudsman, who later became the manager of a big petrol company and is
currently being charged with money laundering.
The gaps translate also to the basic services
the population can access. For instance, the division
of healthcare into public and private systems has
decreased quality in the public system and led to
absurdly long waiting times. Often the same doctor
who it takes a few months to see in a public clinic will
attend to a patient immediately if the appointment is
made in his or her private clinic.
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Young and jobless

Part-time work: a full-time issue

There was a 15.6% increase in the number of registered unemployed people between January 2010
and January 2011,1 representing 11.8% of the active
population.2 The actual number is estimated to be
somewhere between 160,000 and 200,000. About
25% of young people not in the formal education
system are unemployed.3
At the same time, almost 75% of those aged
20–24 were enrolled either in secondary or tertiary school programmes in 2010.4 It has become
common for young people to enrol in further study
programmes after graduation in order to keep their
health insurance, collect benefits (subsidized food
and accommodation) and still get work through the
networks of student employment agencies. Just how
difficult it is for young graduates to get a job is evident from the fact that from 2000–2010 the number
of unemployed young people with tertiary education
increased by 240%. There is also a considerable
gender gap, as the percentage of young unemployed
women is almost twice as high as that of young men.5

Connected to the issue of unemployment is the
proposed new law on flexible part-time work. This
type of work enables employers to lower their costs
as they do not have to pay pension contributions,
sick leave, and so on. The total share of taxes and
other contributions for such work is only about
17% of labour costs,6 which is two to three times
less than in regular employment. Since the work is
strictly on a daily basis there is complete flexibility
about hiring and firing. Many of the students who
obtain work through student employment agencies
lose this work as soon as they finish their studies
because registered students are much cheaper
and, by definition, flexible. The agency mechanism puts great pressure on the labour market by
pushing down wages and increasing employment
insecurity.
The new flexible part-time work law (passed in
October 2010, entering into force in January 2012)
addresses the issue of student work by limiting the
number of part-time working hours, previously unlimited, to 60 per month while also setting an annual
earning limit, previously unlimited, of EUR 6,000
(USD 8,492). It also greatly increases the pool of
people who are able to work in this fashion by including retired people, the unemployed, asylum seekers and other non-active individuals.7 Moreover,

Intergenerational solidarity
The pension system is built on the concept of intergenerational solidarity, since the current active population provides the taxes from which the pensions for
retired people are paid. However with rising unemployment and an increasing number of retired people
(due to an ageing population) this model is falling
apart. New laws – such as the one discussed below
on flexible part-time labour – will further diminish the
contributions to the pension fund as the employer
will be motivated to hire “flexible” workers for whom
they have to pay significantly smaller contributions.
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the employer is not obliged to pay full contributions
for social welfare (1 working hour counts only as 40
minutes of “regular” work). Student organizations
and trade unions have launched a massive campaign
opposing the legislation, and a referendum will take
place in Spring 2011.

Pension reform and working conditions
Another expected referendum regards the proposed
reform of the pension system, which relies heavily
on a prolonged working period of a minimum of 38
years (40 years for men) and a retirement age of 65.8
According to a recent study by Eurofond, only 13.5%
of Slovene workers answered positively when asked
whether they would still be able to do their job when
they turn 60—compared to an average of 44.1%
across all 27 EU countries. Also, 59.2% of respondents said that they had worked while feeling ill in
the last 12 months—compared to an EU average of
39.2%; almost 75% said they had to work at a very
pressing pace; and very few –-13.5% – expressed
great satisfaction in their work—compared to an EU
average of 25%.
The issue of the exploitation of migrant workers for heavy physical labour (especially in construction) surfaced over the last year when many of
the companies went bankrupt. However in several
cases (e.g., SCT – the largest Slovene construction
company) the main company survived at the expense of thousands of workers, who lost their jobs
and who never received full payment for their work.9
Invisible Workers of the World (IWW)10 estimates
that some 14,000 migrant workers have returned
to their countries of origin in the past three years
without ever receiving their wages. Unpaid forced
overtime, forced residence in company hostels,
threats of deportation and other forms of abuse
have been reported.

8 DZ RS, DOPOLNJEN PREDLOG ZAKONA o pokojninskem in
invalidskem zavarovanju (ZPIZ-2), druga obravnava, <www.
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Coal: a 19th century resource for a 21st
century society
It hard to believe that the largest investment in the Slovene energy policy will apparently be a new EUR 1.2
billion (USD 1.7 billion) coal power plant in Šoštanj. It is
estimated that the proposed power plant, which relies
on lignite to produce electricity, will produce approximately 3,500 GWh per year, about the same as the old
plant it is to replace. The proposed project has been
subject to much criticism for alleged environmental,
economic and legislative flaws. It is still unclear whether
the signed agreement for its construction is even valid
since there was no public tender for offers.11
The price of the project has more than doubled
since the preliminary analysis. The cost of construction is also estimated to be about twice as high per
installed MW as in comparable projects in Bosnia
and Herzegovina and Germany.12 In addition there
are obvious environmental concerns as it is estimated that the plant will produce over 100 million
tonnes of C02 during its lifetime. Slovenia already
exceeds the globally acceptable levels of greenhouse
emissions and depletion of natural resources by two
to four times.13 The EU target of 2 tonnes of CO2 per
person until 2050 is the amount that the Šoštanj
plant alone is going to produce. This will make it
impossible for Slovenia to reach the common goal.

Some laws but no order
Another pressing issue is the illegal burning of waste
in the Lafarge cement factory in Trbovlje, which is
having a serious effect on people’s health and the
local environment. The company lost the legal battle
over this, but it continues to ignore court orders.14
This is hardly surprising in a country where even
State-owned enterprises consider themselves above
the law, as evidenced by the constant abuses in the
construction sector, where many companies are (at
least partially) State-owned.

A recent report from Umanotera, the Slovenian
Foundation for Sustainable Development, quotes the
“lack of implementation of already accepted programmes as the biggest issue of Slovene environmental
policy.”15 Traffic, waste management and energy policy are cited as especially problematic. The country
produces 435 kg of waste per person and only about
25% is recycled. The national monitoring scheme for
environmental protection is apparently inoperative
as only 14 out 188 indicators have been marked.16
Of the many companies going into bankruptcy
and exploiting workers, the worst are previously successful companies that were involved in highly questionable management buyouts involving massive
loans from partly State-owned Slovene banks, where
the securities on the loans were the very shares the
managers were buying. This involved cronyism of
the worst kind as most of the bankers and business
people involved were acquaintances.

Conclusion
Slovenia has already faced considerable penalties
from the EU because of its environmental policies,
yet the ruling elite seems unwilling to respond to the
challenges of environmental protection. The huge
coal power plant and related investment leaves little space for future efficient and renewable energy
sources. Although energy efficiency could lower
emissions even in the short term, it does not receive
proper support from the Government.17
Energy efficiency programmes could also create
and sustain jobs and provide long-term economic,
social and environmental benefits. The new law on
flexible work, in contrast, is likely to lower standards,
increase the number of poor yet employed people,
intensify pressure on “regular” work, increase job
insecurity and lead to lack of long-term benefits for
employees.18 The fact that so many young people
are unemployed combined with the late age at which
many people start work greatly undermines the financial basis of the intergenerational solidarity model on
which the State pension system is built. The proposed
pension reform, by merely extending both the age of
retirement and the number of years of work needed to
qualify for a pension, fails to address this key issue. n
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