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cC: Imran Shafi [IShafi@no10.gov.uk]

Subject: COVID DipTel

Quite a few interesting DipTels on Covid this week.
Worth being aware of this one given the heavy emphasis put on Slovakia in some of our discussions, esp point 9.
C

DIPTEL BRATISLAVA (SENSITIVE): SLOVAKIA: COVID-19: PM ADMITS DEFEAT ON DECEMBER NATIONWIDE MASS TESTING
AND INTRODUCES CHRISTMAS LOCKDOWN

[DIPTEL 2005350]

From Diptel BRATISLAVA (Sensitive) To Diptel FCDO (Sensitive) Of 11/12/2020 16:17:34

Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office Diplomatic Telegram

Summary

Worsening C-19 figures force government to tighten measures. PM Matovic gives up his attempt to repeat nationwide
mass testing. All restaurants and non-essential shops to close and access to ski slopes limited. But no restriction on
movement around the country. The new measures follow a week of attempts to shift blame for a Christmas lockdown
that the government desperately hoped to avoid.

1. Following the success of mass testing in reducing infection rates in November (Diptel 2005062), Slovakia has seen a
December spike in cases. After plateauing in recent weeks, hospitalisations are now at the highest since the crisis began
with 2130 patients in hospital. The 7 day moving median of cases is now 2070 and ECDC 14-day cumulative number of
COVID-19 cases per 100,000 has increased to 434.2. The ECDC figure is likely an underestimate as it relies on PCR tests
alone and antigen testing is now widespread.

2. Rising numbers have forced the government’s hand. The PM remains a strong advocate of mass testing and wanted to
repeat the programme before Christmas. But he ran into opposition from the President, scientists, health practitioners
and members of his own coalition. Practical barriers, including supply of test kits and cold weather also forced a rethink
of how to administer tests which only work above 5 degrees Celsius.

3. The new lockdown measures will tighten towards Christmas. From 11 December, bars and restaurants must close
outdoor terraces they have relied on to avoid closure. Takeaways are allowed. From 14 December, hotels and ski resorts
will be open for those with a negative test (PCR or antigen) no older than 72 hours. From 21 December until at least 10
January only essential shops will open. Finally, from 28 December firms with over 500 employees will be expected to
conduct regular testing. Rumoured restrictions on movement around the country over Christmas have not materialised.

4. There is potential for further changes as medical experts have called for tougher measures, while large businesses
dislike the proposal to test their workers. Lockdown measures will be lifted gradually from 10 January in the least

affected regions first, including the re-opening of schools. The full strategy on how this will be achieved is not yet clear.

5. Slovakia has remained quiet in the debate on the opening of ski resorts. It is not a major player but resorts are
significant to local economies. By insisting on negative tests for users, the authorities hope to enable safe operation.
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With the border measures currently in place (testing prior to or shortly after arrival from most countries), an influx of ski
tourists is unlikely, but these measures will allow Slovak skiers to take to the slopes.

6. The new restrictions come at a time when 46% of SMEs, mainly in catering and tourism, expect to survive no more
than 2 months. In response, the government is introducing new compensation measures for the most affected along
with a package of almost 500 measures to improve the business environment. But Slovakia’s public debt is growing
significantly and experts are concerned about its long-term sustainability. The finance minister has not yet made a
concerted attempt to consolidate spending. Controversial pension reforms have put further pressure on the budget to
the tune of 800m euro.

Comment:
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Irrelevant & Sensitive 'But the
message it sent that Slovakia had turned a corner may well have done. Christmas markets have opened and decisions of
some firms to openly disregard health measures as well as high levels of disinformation have not helped.
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“the debate over restrictions has diverted focus away from vaccination planning. Slovakia has procured one million doses '
to date, but a vaccination programme is not expected to begin until well into the New Year.
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