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The Czech
labour force

ten years after EU accession

Vladimíra Drbalová
Czech Republic

Illusion of a skilled Czech labour force will be lost without reforms
The Czech Republic has been a member of the EU for ten years now, but its
path to Europe really began as far back as the Velvet Revolution of 1989 and
the economic transformation that followed. It has gained a great deal along
the way, but it has lost a lot as well. After the fall of the Iron Curtain, investors
swarmed into the country, lured by the promise of a cheap, skilled workforce.
However, convergence with western economies and globalisation gradually
eroded the competitive edge that cheap labour provided and the country
could only hope that at least the image of a highly skilled labour force would
endure. We made the mistake of resting on our laurels.
A perfectly operational apprenticeship system was destroyed in the rush
to privatise, with new proprietors shedding any dead weight. Unchecked
developments in the education sector led to a boom in private schools at
all levels. They were paid grants per pupil, so student numbers were what
mattered, not quality or the needs of the labour market. In this way a whole
series of trades began to gradually disappear and vocational training and
apprenticeships lost their appeal. The Czech Republic began to lose ground in
surveys of education levels in the OECD countries and the gap between skills
and labour market needs started to widen.

A country with a
strong industrial base
needs workers with
the right skills
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The reality check came with the “Strategic Framework for European cooperation
in education and training (ET2020)” and the search for a common solution to a
pan-European problem accelerated by the economic crisis and alarming youth
unemployment. A country with a strong industrial base (accounting for 35%
of GDP) needs workers with the right skills. Nothing can be achieved without
reforms. Higher education has to be revamped, respect for vocational training
and education has to be restored, and apprenticeships revived. We have to learn
from others, without slavishly copying. Czech business supports partnerships
bringing together all the interested parties and is seriously committed to
contributing to this process. It is above all in its own interest to do so if it is to
retain competitiveness and investor confidence.

Infrastructure
in Estonia

Investments in infrastructure are something that everyone can see
for themselves
There are many good and wonderful things in Estonia, but let’s be frank –
roads and railways are not one of them. We do not have many motorways in
Estonia, but the country does have a road network. But whereas the length
and coverage of the road network are adequate, its quality is not. Rural and
secondary roads, as well as some access roads, are in particular need of
maintenance and upgrading. But the situation could be much worse. And ten
years ago it was. Fortunately, someone came and waved a “magic wand” over
us. No prizes for guessing who that was: it was the EU and its Structural Funds,
of course. Investments in infrastructure are something that everyone can see
for themselves. Anyone who is driving in Estonia, whether from Tallinn to
Tartu, or from Pärnu to Narva, can see a well-known signpost by side of the
roads: a picture of a blue circle with golden stars and a message announcing
that the road has been built using money from the EU Structural Funds.
During the first programming period (2004 – 2006), for example,
95 km of roads were built and renewed. During the period
2007 – 13, all the electric trains were replaced
and more roads improved. A fifth of
Estonia’s Community budget
(€682 million) was invested
in transport infrastructure.
At least four major rail and
five road projects were
financed, with at least
three TEN–T junctions also
constructed during this
period. Today there is talk of
building an underwater tunnel approx. 100 km in length
under the Baltic Sea between Tallinn (Estonia) and Helsinki (Finland).
But this sounds like science-fiction. Part of our infrastructure is indeed welldeveloped: our ITC infrastructure. We have a free WIFI practically everywhere.
But that is another story.

Reet Teder
Estonia

Fortunately,
someone came
and waved a
“magic wand”
over us
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Free movement
of people
in Cyprus

Michalis Antoniou
Cyprus

Free movement in the Member States for me and my compatriots
has become simpler, smoother and quicker than moving within our
own Country
I was born and raised in the most remote corner of Europe – an island situated
“east of Kiev and south of Tunis”. For all my life, travelling from home to any
destination, even as a tourist or student, was an eventful adventure and a
nightmare of protracted formalities.
It was necessary to allow several weeks before departure to apply for and
receive a permit or visa from the Embassy or Consulate of the country of the
intended visit.
Upon arrival at the border (always a port or airport), hours could be spent
waiting in long queues at the passport and customs controls. Furthermore,
convincing answers to a series of frustrating questions had to be given to the
border officers – questions ranging from the purpose and duration of the visit
to my marital status or the amount of cash I was carrying. I remember my heart
beating fast, knowing that I could be denied access and that my interviewer
was vested with unlimited powers to send me back home on the next available
flight, which in some cases was not for another week, a week during which I
might be held in custody as if I were a criminal.

Today, travelling in
the EU is a joyful
experience

Today, travelling in the EU is a joyful experience. In less than 30 minutes from
landing, you can be in the street on your way home or to work. And if you are
driving or travelling by bus or train, you can cross several borders without even
noticing it.
I was 40 years old when Cyprus joined the EU and ever since then, free
movement in the Member States for me and my compatriots has become
simpler, smoother and quicker than moving within our own Country, 36% of
whose territory has been under illegal military occupation by Turkey since 1974.
I trust and hope that with the support of the EU, a fair and viable solution to the
Cyprus problem will soon give Cypriots the freedom to move and live within
their own country as they do in the rest of Europe.
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Membership of
the euro area:

a key step towards consolidating
Latvia’s European identity
We succeeded in gradually bringing round a majority of the public to
the introduction of the euro
It is significant that this year, as we celebrate the 10th anniversary of Latvia
accession to the European Union, we are also taking another important
step towards consolidating our European identity and proving our country’s
determination to join the euro area countries.
The transition to the euro was not been popular with the general public, as
it came at the same time as the later stages of the economic crisis. Indeed,
Latvia was harder hit by this crisis than any other EU country. Of course, the
requirement to fully comply with euro area economic criteria was an additional
constraint on the State budget.

Gundars Strautmanis
Latvia

The image of Milda portrays a typical Latvian beauty, and had already appeared
on coins minted during the first Latvian Republic.
Thanks to a combination of the above factors, the transition to the euro on
1 January 2014 was a great success for the country’s financial institutions,
businesses and inhabitants, who were also able to complete the subsequent
stages of the process without any problems.
The Latvian economy and the people of the country are now increasingly able
to enjoy the benefits of adopting the euro.

At the same time, there were emotional reactions by the general public and
economic operators, mostly due to fears that the country would lose part of its
identity and sovereignty.
However, thanks to constructive cooperation between government institutions,
civil society and employers’ organisations, as well as the “straight-talking
introduction to the euro” campaign, we succeeded in gradually bringing round
a majority of the public to the introduction of the euro.

The transition to the euro
on 1 January 2014 was
a great success

The graphic design of the new Latvian euro coins
has inspired a strong feeling of attachment, and
has therefore played a key role in consolidating
public support for the new currency. This
remarkable design features the figure of
Milda, and thus pays tribute to Latvian culture
and this symbol of national identity.
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Trade
Gintaras Morkis
Lithuania

in Lithuania

Integration into the European Union has opened up new areas and
opportunities to expand our market and to improve our international
competitiveness
Lithuania is a small country with a relatively small domestic market.
Therefore, international trade is of the utmost importance to the country`s
economy. Integration into the European Union has opened up new areas
and opportunities to expand our market and to improve our international
competitiveness.
Over the past 10 years, the experiences of Lithuanian businesses
have shown that the process of adapting to these new conditions
and standards and strengthening trade ties with the old and new
EU Member States can genuinely promote economic development.
Lithuania’s accession to the EU has had a rather mixed impact in terms
of international trade – on the one hand, the opening up of the domestic
market has increased sales opportunities, yet on the other hand, it has also
increased production requirements and competition. Opening up the EU
market to South Asian goods signalled the end for numerous Lithuanian
companies. Nevertheless, the majority did manage to survive and adapt to
the new situation, withstanding competition and significantly increasing
their volumes of export.

Exports to EU countries
grew by 88.6% from
2003 to 2014
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Although Lithuania signed a Free Trade Agreement with the EU in 1995 the
tangible results of free trade with the EU countries were only truly felt when
Lithuania joined the EU in 2004. In 2000, Lithuania’s exports to EU countries
accounted for 50 percent of the country’s exports in 2000 yet this share had
increased to 66 percent by 2014. For instance, exports to EU countries grew
by 88.6% from 2003 to 2014.
Let us take a look at the story of one Lithuanian company, VIČIŪNAI Group,
which specialises in the manufacture of surimi, fish and flour products. The
company has a portfolio of over 3.000 products, sold under brands such
as VICI, Esva, Coulumbus. Established in 1991, it is today one of the world’s
largest producers of surimi products. The EU market accounts for 50 percent
of its total exports.

The direct impact of

European
cohesion policy

on Hungarian regional policy
Hungary is in the European vanguard in terms of understanding,
adopting, and – subject to appropriate critical observations – achieving
the objectives of both the renewed Cohesion Policy and the EU 2020
strategy
In Hungary as in other centralised command economies, before the political
changes which began in 1990 there was intensive regional planning, based on
certain economic and social benefits. Planning practices built on a sound and
successful technical culture.
Given the symbolic, anti-democratic, often loss-making nature of major State
investments, the political forces of the new political system swept aside the
traditional planning institutions together with their accumulated knowledge.
As early as the PHARE programme, then during the pre-accession process, and
finally in the course of drawing up “National Development” plans, a planning,
implementation and monitoring system, modern in outlook and content,
emerged in Hungary thanks to the possibility of using European funding.
This was the first major benefit of European cohesion policy for Hungarian
political thinking. An information system had to be developed, giving not only
policymakers but all stakeholders an overview of the country’s economic and
social situation and trends in measurable form.
Awareness spread rapidly of the European Union and of its support system and
processes enabling backward countries and regions to speed up development
and achieve convergence.

Antal Csuport
Hungaria

Of course changes were needed, with the development of a decentralised
institutional system enabling democratic involvement throughout the process,
from preparation to execution. A legal system had to be created enabling this
to happen together with a monitoring mechanism ensuring the traceability of
funds.
With regard to the main priorities, Hungary is in the European vanguard in terms
of understanding, adopting, and – subject to appropriate critical observations
– achieving the objectives of both the renewed Cohesion Policy and the EU
2020 strategy.
Already in the currently completed period, and even more so in the years to
come, Hungarian cohesion policy is taking on board the principles of European
funding: fewer priorities, a results-oriented approach, closer monitoring, more
effective use of EU conditionalities, simplified implementation, etc.
Key European “movements” such as the increasing trend towards a macroregional approach enjoy great popularity in Hungary. Both at the level of central
government and of individual local and regional authorities, the country is
actively involved in framing and implementing the Danube strategy.

In the first half of the 2000s, a broad national consensus emerged on the
overarching objective of cohesion policy: investment in people, the economy
and infrastructure.

Key European “movements” such
as the increasing trend towards
a macro-regional approach enjoy
great popularity in Hungary
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Good Business
to Europe!

It’s
to Look
Vincent Farrugia
Malta

in Malta

Ten years after accession to the Single Market, services to enterprises
constitute an important new sector of business in Malta, attracting
highly skilled labour

Malta is unique in that it will never be able to grow economically unless it
can export up to 90% of its industrial production and unless it can manage
an economy where the services industry – including tourism, free-port and
transhipment operations and financial services, as well as a wide array of
services to international business – dominates as a major earner on Malta’s
balance of payments.

The greatest change has been in product sourcing and in the use of
information and communication technologies. Small enterprises are no
longer dependent on their local suppliers. They now source freely all over
the single market area and offer services to consumers beyond the confines
imposed on them by their previous limited list of suppliers, who hid behind
block exemptions to safeguard their monopolistic hold on the market.

The European Single Market was the only way forward. Without joining
the European Single Market the Maltese economy would have been in an
economic cul de sac.

The revolution in ICT has itself led to the evolution of new service enterprises
that are now seizing the vast new opportunities available on the single
market. Maltese service providers now supply services for a large number of
firms in other Member States. Ten years after accession to the Single Market,
services to enterprises constitute an important new sector of business in
Malta, attracting highly skilled labour.

Maltese traders needed to change their ways of doing business and accept an
aquis communitaire loaded with additional standards, rules and free market
conditioning. The transformation that this brought about is massive in scale,
and the instigating factor was the new range of opportunities it provided. The
change was accelerated by the quick pace of adoption of new ICT tools and
by the rapid realisation that the new free competition rules did not only cause
more competition for their own businesses but, more importantly for them,
also removed the old restrictions imposed on them by dominating traders
and producers.

The European Single
Market was the
only way forward
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I am always surprised when I visit businesses who these days sell more
on the internet than they do to local passing consumers, and when I visit
enterprises and professionals in all fields who offer services to every corner
of the European Single Market. Electronics and computer technology, and
the new postal and delivery services enhanced by the relaxation of tax and
regulatory burdens, are creating a new class of entrepreneurs. In a small
economy the size of Malta, success is visible in a variety of sectors, ranging
from commerce, manufacturing and back office professional services
to enterprises to tourism, financial services and design and
marketing. Viewed from the small window that is Malta, the
single market is tremendous and the opportunities it
presents are immeasurable.

10 years of
economic growth
and opportunity

for SMEs in Poland

Poland has made the most of the opportunities afforded by EU
membership – including integration with EU markets
When I look at Poland ten years after its accession to the European Union, I
cannot help but feel a sense of pride. Firstly, because we have finally managed
to join the European family after several decades of troubled history.
Secondly, because Poland has taken full advantage of the opportunities
afforded by EU membership. Polish GDP has doubled over the past decade,
from PLN 884 billion in 2004 to over PLN 1 641 billion in 2013.
Yet these macro-economic figures do not convey the full scale of the changes
that have taken place in our country. As an entrepreneur who has been
active in the construction sector for over 30 years, I have closely followed the
changes brought by the European Union, particularly those that impact on
our country’s micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. This sector currently
numbers some 1.7 million Polish companies, providing over 6 million jobs. A
considerable proportion of those employed actually own their own businesses
and, together, they generate almost 1/3 of the country’s GDP. The significant
development of these businesses over the last decade was a stabilising factor
during the economic crisis of 2009. It also shows that Poland has made the
most of the opportunities afforded by EU membership –
including integration with EU markets. The right to
provide services in other EU countries has created
huge opportunities for Polish companies in the
SME sector. And as a building entrepreneur, I am
all too well aware of just how highly sought after
Polish builders are on these markets.

Tadeusz Klis
Poland

My professional and business experience stem from my attachment to
my trade. This type of business has a long and proud history in Poland and
differs from others because the master-craftsman also teaches the trade to
the students and apprentices employed
to learn their craft. The Services Directive
and the Posting of Workers Directive –
while far from perfect – set out the rules
under which these services can be legally
provided in other EU countries.

Polish GDP
has doubled
over the past
decade

In spite of the various difficulties which
SMEs encounter – and whose resolution
often lies in the hands of the national authorities – we can say in all honesty
that Poland’s EU accession was absolutely justified and of great benefit to
the country. It was, is and will continue to be a chance for Poland to close the
developmental gap resulting from the long years spent under the socialist
model which was imposed on the country after the Second World War.
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Business
development
in Slovenia

Dare Stojan
Slovenia

There are two important landmarks in the development of business in the
Republic of Slovenia:
• the first was the collapse of the Yugoslav market and the creation of
the Republic of Slovenia in 1991;
• the second was Slovenia’s accession to the European Union in 2004

Because under the socialist order private ownership was not deemed to
be desirable, everyone who was already business in those days had great
expectations of the new order. However, it was not as simple as that. The
model for privatising property in public ownership did not benefit those
who had already been in business previously. Moreover, with the collapse of
Yugoslavia, the market shrank to two million.
Up to the year 2004, small Slovenian firms could only survive by becoming
part of the manufacturing chain of larger, exporting firms. Until Slovenia’s
accession to the EU, cross-border business was of course much more
complicated in terms of customs, certificates, logistics, etc. Access to new
knowledge and technology was also restricted up to that moment. Although
Slovenia is well located in Europe, until it joined the EU and the Schengen
area, it was not properly understood that businessmen needed to travel
extensively and acquire new knowledge and experience for their businesses
to be successful.

We are
aware how
important
the year 2004
was for us
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And then 2004 arrived. The country was awash with new optimism!
It became easier to access the 500 million-strong market, easier to secure
supplies of raw materials and other manufacturing materials, and simpler to
conduct business across borders. Confidence rose in the Slovenian economy
and an increasing number of small firms began to cooperate with firms
abroad, not just in neighbouring countries, but also in countries elsewhere in
Europe. It was really a great relief!
In 2006, Slovenia also joined the Euro area. Financial operations became
simpler and firms began to feel that they were not just confined to operating
inside Slovenia, but that the extensive EU market was now genuinely
available to them. At that time it was very easy to obtain loans from banks.
This got some less-than-prudent firms into trouble, because by the end of
2008 the crisis was already beginning to make itself felt, and loans did of
course have to be paid back.
However, it is not the fault of the European Union that the crisis in Slovenia
is dragging on – and is at the moment even worse than elsewhere in the EU.
The fault lies with our model of privatisation and the irresponsible approach
of some of our economic experts and politicians. Amongst small businesses,
people are well aware that only with knowledge, innovation and a great deal
of hard work can we overcome our current difficulties. At the same time,
however, we fully appreciate the opportunity afforded by being part of the
European family.
We are aware how important the year 2004 was for us, when we were able to
join the European Union.

Slovakia:
the impact of 2004
EU accession
on the country’s wine sector

Of all Slovak agro-food sectors, the wine industry has probably benefited
most from the country’s accession to the EU

Igor Šarmír
Slovakia

Of all Slovak agro-food sectors, the wine industry has probably benefited
most from the country’s accession to the EU – or rather it is in this sector
that the positive impact of EU membership has been most visible. In order
to understand the magnitude of the changes that have taken place in wine
production, we must first be aware of the point of departure.
• The communist legacy was complex, not necessarily negative, but
unsuitable for future competition in the domestic and international
market: self-sufficiency in the production of grapes but coupled, in 80% of
Slovak vineyards, with a decline in demand for vines. Harvests were good
but consumers started to demand more product diversity in terms of their
organoleptic characteristics; what we had was a wine industry capable of
processing large quantities of grapes, but technologically obsolete with
wine production of mediocre quality.
• The transition period was extremely difficult.
Some Slovak vineyards needed a total overhaul. Investment was needed in
processing units (and storage) and we had to modernise and adapt production
to demand and the country’s real potential. These objectives were achieved,
not least thanks to EU funds. However, the situation is not all rosy. The selfsufficiency we enjoyed in the past was, for instance, artificial as it was due to
the fact that the country was to some extent isolated from the international
market. In fact, Slovakia’s weather means the country’s wine production is not
competitive in the market for basic wines. Higher quality wines, however, have
a much stronger competitive potential. We have lost two-thirds of our vineyard
areas, and half of the wine consumed is imported. Yet higher quality wines
represent more than 90% of total production, and the best products now
regularly win prizes in renowned international competitions (Brussels, Paris,
Verona etc.) This would have been unthinkable in the past.

These objectives were
achieved, not least thanks
to EU funds
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