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Cores of Poverty

in Slovakia

Michdlek, A.*

Abstract The study deals with spatial dif-
ferentiation of poverty and identification
of poverty centres in Slovakia.. Method of
multiple deprivation was used in identifica-
tion of poverty centres; 419 poor municipal-
ities were identified in Slovakia. Poverty in
these municipalities is connected with many
historical, natural, political, economic and
social phenomena and processes and pos-
sesses many common features. The study
also contains analysis of principal features
of poverty which indicated the population
groups most struck by poverty. Generally,
poverty of rural population prevails, it
strikes children and from the point of view
of ethnic composition it is most distinct in
the Roma minority and affects unemployed
or those employed in the primary sector.
Cognition of the local/spatial dimension
and character (features) of poverty deter-
mined the generation of regional and local
programmes of poverty elimination.
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N Introduction

One of the greatest global problems is pover-
ty which in turn is the cause of other global
problems such as malnutrition, infectious
diseases, illiteracy, etc. Poverty interpreted
in this absolute sense of the word is charac-
teristic for the countries of the third world
where great parts of populations struggle to
survive. But it is not only the problem of the
developing countries, it also affects indus-
trialised countries (for instance in the USA
there live 30 million people below the offi-
cially established limit of poverty). Poverty
also became distinct in the transiting coun-
tries of eastern and central Europe in the
1990s in the consequence of socio-economic
changes which exposed until then disguised
low living standard of part of population on
the one side, and brought about some new
phenomena which cause poverty (unem-
ployment, increase of economic, social and
income inequalities) on the other. Slovakia
isalso the country where distinct differences
are observable in spatial distribution of pov-
erty. There are rich regions situated in west-
ern and north-western parts and explicitly
poor regions situated in southern and east-
ern parts of the country. Pronounced differ-
ences in the economic level of regions affect
and increase the income inequalities of pop-
ulation which cause an important concen-
tration of poverty in certain localities.

§ Geography of Poverty

Poverty as manifestation of certain state of
the society, households or individual in its
spatial form is one of important themes of
the world human geography. Comparatively
extensive and thematically varied literature
on concentrates now on: uneven develop-
ment of the origin and deepening of dep-
rivation areas, distribution of new pover-
ty subcultures, poverty cycles, inequalities,
deprivations, shift and propagation of pov-
erty into neighbourhood, delimitation with-
in the city, “positive” discrimination, etc.
Knowledge of spatial dimension of hous-
ing segregation of poor people, information
about income and overall situation of eco-
nomically active and unemployed persons,

about differentiation on regional labour
markets, formation of subgroups and their
spatial distribution, about causes and con-
ditions of exclusion of the poor, about the
effects of geographic, social and econom-
ic dimensions and other key territorial ele-
ments, are constantly gained. The amount of
knowledge concerning improvement of pro-
grammes and strategies preventing and lim-
iting poverty also increases. The themes in-
volved in the extent or level' of poverty in
the world countries and regions are most
frequently treated and represented.

I Aims of the Study

As poverty in Slovakia is one of the most se-
rious problems (it is especially acute in some
regions and settlements), this is an attempt
to identity the poorest settlements (munici-
palities) and regions. In such localities apart
from relative poverty (in the sense of exclu-
sion of the struck population out of the liv-
ing standard common in the society) there
is also part of population (homeless people,
the Romas living in Roma settlements) liv-
ing in absolute poverty struggling for sur-
vival every day. Determining of the poverty
rate in settlements with different size is es-
pecially important in case of Slovakia, as the
countryis characterised by deep regional dif-
ferences. Knowledge of poverty in Slovakia,
above all at the local level, is the basic pre-
requisite and salient point for search of so-
lutions and control programmes. This study
is in fact the effort to capture and measure
the poverty rate in the municipalities of Slo-
vakia as of the most recent population cen-
sus (2001). The aim of the study is to analyse
spatial differentiation of poverty at a local
scale, to measure its level in every munici-
pality of Slovakia followed by identification
of municipalities(regions) with the severest
level of poverty. As poverty is characterised
by different attributes, the study also con-
tains the attempt to outline its nature and
features in Slovakia. Observation of spatial
aspects and features of poverty and identifi-
cation of its cores in Slovakia is, apart from
its cognitive aspect, the response to the so-
cial demand associated with generation of
new approaches to social and regional poli-
cy, part of which is a complete information
about the level and nature of poverty in the
individual municipalities and regions.

Conceptualisation of
Poverty in Relation
to Space

The level of poverty in regions and com-
munes can be studied by means of differ-
ent concepts (direct, indirect, prescriptive,
consensual, objective, etc.) which are most-
ly based in measurement of the share of
poor population - scope of poverty, as de-
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termined by the chosen approach (Mares,
Rabusic 1996, Michalek 2000). Each of the
quoted concepts of poverty measure in dif-
ferent territorial units possess some pros
and contras, hence it was necessary to
choose the concept (way of measure) which
was easily applicable and interpretable and
offered a relevant and true information on
the poverty level in regions.

As it is not possible to measure pover-
ty level in municipalities of Slovakia (such
measurement at the local level is also rare
in other countries) by means of data on in-
come and consumption, which are used
in advanced countries, it was necessary to
choose such concepts which measure the
poverty level by means of other available
data. They are the data associated with char-
acteristics which determine, indicate or ac-
company poverty and are currently used
by social and human geographers. They are
approaches based on observation of other,
wider scale of characteristics than the mere
income and consumption. They are concepts
which measure poverty more comprehen-
sively taking into account the inequalities
of social and material welfare or depriva-
tion. One of important approaches is that
of Townsend’s concept of multiple depriva-
tion (1978, 1987), which measures poverty
by means of the multiple deprivation index.
The essential trait of this approach is that it
expresses deprivation in terms of consump-
tion, possessions, living and social condi-
tions and other living standard components
through a single synthesised indicator.

Concept of Multiple

Deprivation
The concept of multiple deprivation inter-
prets poverty as deprivation where the size
of the summarised deprivation is deter-
mined by the level of deprivation of stud-
ied dimensions (characteristics) multiplied
by their weight based on the effect (scope)
of selected factors on poverty. Six most im-
portant characteristics about which data at
the level of municipalities exist were chosen
from those which cause, indicate or accom-
pany poverty. They were indicators of unem-
ployment, education, size and completeness
of household, overcrowding of living place
and lack of bathroom/shower in the living
place. All quoted characteristics are often
applied in similar studies as they are in a
highly positive correlation with poverty.

Study of Michéalek 2004 contains the cri-
teria of choice and brief characteristics of
indicators. The size of summarised depriva-
tion along with weights of indicators even-
tually provides the resulting picture of the
level of multiple deprivation, while those
municipalities which reached the highest
values of multiple deprivation are simulta-
neously the municipalities with the highest
level of poverty (see the map). Essentially,
poverty interpreted in this way is a multidi-
mensional phenomenon which implies sev-

eral aspects of personal deprivations. Some
quantitative sociologists and economists
even consider this procedure of poverty ob-
servation better than its identification only
by means of income and consumption, as it
reflects long-term economic difficulties and
different forms of deprivation.

Synthesised Indicator

of Poverty Level in

Municipalities
The basic means of poverty assessment in
municipalities of Slovakia are the above-
mentioned indicators. By quantifying them,
the synthesised indicator was set, the value
of which expresses the multiple deprivation
level or poverty of a municipality. Quantifi-
cation relies on assessment of deprivation
level (expressed in points) and on weighing
the studied dimensions. Point evaluation
is done on the basis of what level of depri-
vation is reached by each of dimensions in
the individual municipalities. In point eval-
uation it was necessary to assess the impor-
tance and weight of dimensions in relation
to poverty. The relative mutual importance
is denoted as the weight of indicator. The
weight provides information on relative im-
portance, effects or relationship to the par-
ticular problem studied, in our case, to pov-
erty. Several methods of its determination
exist in the field of decision making analy-
sis while all of them try to transform (it is
not always possible) the qualitative arrange-
ment of importance of factors to quantita-
tive arrangement (Riha 1987). The ranging
method was used for determination of the
weight of selected indicators. It hierarchises
indicators according to their relative mutu-
al importance. The determination of the rel-
ative mutual importance (hierarchisation)
of studied indicators was based in obtained
values of correlation dependencies of indica-
tors with poverty (Mikrocenzus 1997b). The
higher the values of dependence, the high-
er the preference (range). Each indicator was
assigned the order number, where number 1
corresponded to the mostimportant and the
N corresponded to the least important indi-
cator. In some cases, also in our case though,
some indicators can be equally important;
consequently the reach the same order and
then N< n. Then it is necessary to use what
is referred to as a standardised order. In our
case 5 values of order were assigned to six
indicators as indicators 2 and 4 were rela-
tively equally important in relation to pov-
erty. Each indicator was assigned values
from 1-5 interval, while the most important
indicator with the highest rank of impor-
tance (evaluation) unemployment obtained
5 points. Eventually, the weights of the in-
dividual indicators (Wj) were established by
computing them as the share of point evalu-
ation of indicator importance and its stand-
ardised order. Assessment of the indicator’s
weight (j) is expressed as follows:

W.=w.+x0®
] ) J
W, = weight of indicator j
w; = point evaluation of indicator impor-
tancej

%% = standardised order of indicator j

Determination of weight of indicator
and point evaluation based on chosen scale
does not represent the synthesised picture
on deprivation level (poverty). It is provid-
ed by the synthesised indicator (U) which is
expressed as the sum of products of weight
(W) by point evaluations (b) of all chosen
indicators. The synthesised indicator (U) is
simultaneously the result (numerical ex-
pression) of poverty level evaluation in mu-
nicipalities of study region. It can be ex-
pressed as:

6:2 W. x b.
"1 e

U = synthesised deprivation indicator
W, = weight of indicator j
b, = point evaluation of j-th factor

Sum of points by factor weight products
in the lowest theoretical value represents
the convenient value of Umin, the value
Umax is totally inconvenient. Their value
moves in our case in the interval from 11.7
to 51.0.

Poverty Level in

Municipalities of Slovakia
Evaluation of poverty level in municipalities
of Slovakia shows that the reached values of
the synthesised poverty indicator oscillate
awide scale; it reveals the existing great dif-
ferences in poverty level in the individual
municipalities - great spatial diversity.

This evaluation reveals that 419 (of 2,922
or 14.3%) of municipalities can be consid-
ered the poorest. The poverty indicator in
these municipalities exceeded the value 38
of indicator (all values higher than 38 lie in
the 5% pentil) what means that these mu-
nicipalities represent the real cores of pover-
ty in Slovakia (the highest Umax value =51.0
was reached by 9 municipalities).

The poorest municipalities are situated
in 43 of 79 administrative districts of Slo-
vakia. Nevertheless, only one such munic-
ipality was identified in 16 districts. More
than a half of municipalities is concentrat-
ed in 9 districts; 127 municipalities or more
than 30% fall under four (Rimavska Sobota,
Revuca, Velky Krtis, and Lucenec) south-
ern districts of central Slovakia, another 77
(18.4%) are in four (Michalovce, Trebisov,
Bardejov, and Roznava) districts of eastern
Slovakia and twenty in district of Levice in
western Slovakia. The majority of the total
number of 419 poor municipalities are sit-
uated in district of Rimavska Sobota where
as much as 60 such municipalities(56.1%)
concentrate. Municipalities with the high-
est level of poverty in relative values are
most represented in the district of Revu-
ca amounting to 57.1%. More then a third
of such municipalities are in the districts
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of Kezmarok and Lucenec and more then
a quarter of them are in districts of Velky
Krtis, Roznava, Michalovce and Vranov nad
Toplou. Above quoted administrative evalu-
ation (according to the territorial-adminis-
trative units at district level - NUTS 4 now
in force) does not allow to follow some im-
portant aspects, for instance existence of
poor regions which do not coincide with dis-
trict boundaries. This is why, poor munici-
palities were observed from the point of
view of their neighbourhood, and the re-
sult was that almost a half of them form re-
gions of poverty in the sense of the adopted
criterion®. There are 199 (47.5%) municipal-
ities and they form 8 important poverty re-
gions. The largest poverty region is that of
Rimavska Sobota as it contains 96 poorest
municipalities; 57, 23, 10, and 6 of them are
in districts of Rimavska Sobota, Revuca, Ro-
znava, and Lucenec respectively. The second
largest of them consists of 23 municipalities
situated in three sdistricts (Kosice-environs
8, Vranov nad Toplov 8, and Presov 7). An-
other district is that of Velky Krtis with 19
municipalities lying in the territory of dis-
tricts Velky Krtis (13) and Lucenec (6). It is
followed by three regions of poverty formed
by 13 municipalities each (Snina and So-
brance 11+2, Nove Zamky and Levice 7+6,
and Kezmarok 13). The region of Michalovce
consists of 11 municipalities and that of
Svidnik of 10 municipalities.

I Features of Poverty

in Slovakia

Poverty in Slovakia is characterised by sev-
eral features which are different from those
in other countries. A very significant and
typical feature of poverty in Slovakia is its
rural character. It is proved by the fact that
the mean size (in terms of population) of a
poor commune is only 691 inhabitants (for
comparison: the mean size of municipality
in Slovakia is 1,831 inhabitants).

As far as the age structure is concerned,
itis possible to say that the majority of poor
municipalities is characterised by a pro-
gressive type of population, which means
that the child component (below 14 years)
prevails (or considerably prevails in some
municipalities) over the population group
at the post-productive age. While the child
component represents 19% in population
of Slovakia as a whole (Slovakia boasts one
of the youngest populations in Europe),
the child component in poor municipali-
ties represents as much as 23%. This share
exceeds 30% in 95 of all poor municipali-
ties where almost direct dependence is ob-
servable which points to the fact that the
municipalities with the highest represen-
tation of children are also characterised by
the highest poverty index values. It means
that the child poverty exists in Slovakia

Ethnic appurtenance is an important el-
ement in structure of poverty and inequali-
ty in almost all countries. Poverty more often

appears among the Roma people in the con-
sequence of their low qualifications and un-
reliability, which disqualify them on the sat-
urated labour market. The more Romas live
in a municipality, the higher the level of pov-
erty. The municipalities with incorporated
Roma settlements are absolutely the worst. It
means that ethnic poverty exists in Slovakia.

The population of poor municipalities
suffers from very adverse situation on la-
bour market. While the share of unem-
ployed was 25.6% of total number of eco-
nomically active persons in Slovakia, this
share climbed to almost a half (47.6%) of
economically active persons in poor munic-
ipalities. In 117 municipalities the number
of unemployed was higher than that of em-
ployed and in 25 municipalities the unem-
ployment rate exceeded 70%. This is the
new poverty related to labour market

The risk of poverty increases not only
with unemployment rate. It is also influ-
enced by the industry the persons are em-
ployed in. Part of poor population is formed
by employed persons with low wages, typi-
cal for the primary sector. It was found out,
that precisely in poor municipalities there
is a higher rate of persons employed in this
sector. While 9.8% of total population of
Slovakia works in the primary sector, this
rate equals 12.8% in poor municipalities.
We can talk about sectoral poverty connect-
ed with economic activity of population.

All identified municipalities with the
highest level of poverty are economically
underdeveloped and their infrastructure
and economic potentials are low. The week
and insufficient economic basis of studied
municipalities is also characterised by low
production and poor representation of pri-
vate businesses (SUSR 2002). The original
monofunctional economic basis of rural
settlements was weakened in transition
period. Adverse impact also manifested in
high unemployment and simultaneously
in high share of dependent population, low
purchase power, social exclusion and the
like (MPSVaR 2002).

I Conclusion

This study presents one of possible analyses
of spatial differentiation of poverty or iden-
tification of poverty cores at the level of mu-
nicipalities. The obtained results provide
the picture of spatial distribution and con-
centration of poverty in municipalities (its
level expressed by poverty indicator values)
and also show their position in study terri-
tory. It was found out that there is a very se-
rious situation in 419 municipalities where
the poverty indicator reached critical val-
ues. More than a half of the poorest munic-
ipalities forms continuous poverty regions
(8) which lye mostly in those areas of Slova-
kia which were historically the poorest parts
of the country. High poverty level in these
regions (municipalities) is linked to many
historical, natural, political, and socio-eco-

nomic phenomena and processes. Poverty in
Slovakia is characterised by traits which are
consequences of an entire series of external,
internal and individual causes.
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I Notes

Poverty level is one of the basic meas-
ures of poverty. It is often confused with
scope of poverty which is only possible
if the poverty level is measured or ex-
pressed by the share of poor population
in total population. This frequent confu-
sion is linked to the fact that in the ma-
jority of studies poverty level is actually
measured by extent of poor population.
But the poverty level can be also ex-
pressed by other ways, such as through
the established limit, in our case, the
deprivation limit.

Continuos territory formed by a mini-
mum of 10 municipalities with the low-
est level of poverty is considered the
poverty region.
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