The sitting tenants problem in Slovakia started in 1990/1991 when the first acts on restitution of property were adopted. The restitution of property was one of the top political priorities after the breakdown of communism. Although the official institutions had to know that in the case of the restitution of apartment building simple turning back of the property may cause problem, nobody paid the attention to the tenants who remained in the denationalized flats. In order to get rid of the problem a temporary solution was decided, namely that for an unspecified period of time regulated rent will remain in the restituted houses. 

 

In the next years (1993 - 2000) there was a revolutionary transformation of the whole housing system in Slovakia. Almost all flats which in previous times were in public ownership were sold to the actual inhabitants at symbolical prices (500 - 2000 EURO, most of the flats could be purchased at 1000 EURO). Thus all Slovak citizens became on the base of an administrative decision home owners (people living in houses mostly in rural settlements  were owners anyway, construction of individual houses was directly subsidized by the state with high financial subsidies, free estates given out by the state etc.). At the present time more than 90% of the Slovak population lives in owned homes, the exceptional group that remained aside are the sitting tenants which have been deprived the opportunity of purchasing their flats.  

 

Simultaneously (in the years 1993 - 2005) the government strongly decreased the legal protection of tenants (abolishing the tenants right to decide who will be allowed to live with him/her in the hired flat, adding a number of reasons for evictions, de facto abolishing heritability of contracts etc.). In 2005 the Slovak authorities adopted deregulation of rents - this new law should have enter into force on 1 July 2007. If this law would really enter into force as originally planned there would not be any sitting tenants in Slovakia any more only homeless people (many of them would not survive). In 2006 after the parliamentary elections a new government was created this abolished the planned deregulation but this measure has been declared only a temporary one. 

 

 

Sitting tenants became a group of people living for more than 15 years under existential threat (living in uncertainty, under permanent threat of the landlords etc,). These people became outsider of the society (being without own home in an artificially created environment of society composed of home owners). I.a. a sitting tenant can not decide about renewal of his/her home, buying a new TV antenne etc. etc. for all this he or she needs permission of the the landlord that is hardly to expect since the house owners want to get rid of the sitting tenants. Simply said the sitting tenants have been brought in an undignified social position suffering of discrimination and social exclusion 

 

So far  7 Slovak governments out of 8 were reluctant even speak of the problem (the general optic on the problem of denationalized flats was limited only to the problem of owners suffering under the limitation of rents, from the human rights perspective only the rights of the owners have been highlighted for years).  Sitting tenants have been marked as an "omissible minority" and this problem should have been solved by the municipalities (that unisono declared they were not responsible for the problem and they would never solve it). 

 

The current government showed a bit more interest to the topic and elaborated a general concept of possible future solution. This concept however is very general and elaborated on the base of social assistance to a certain group of sitting tenants fulfilling strong social criteria. Even the current government is not consistent in the optic of the problem, moreover in 2 weeks there will be elections in Slovakia and if conservative/liberal parties win they will with highest probability ignore any needs of the tenants (a rapid  total deregulation of the rents and legal regulation enabling the landlords terminate the existing contracts). 

 

General position of the official authorities to the problem is that it is mainly a social problem of a few elderly people that could get a substitute in a form of social housing. According the majority of official representatives other sitting tenants did have enough time to solve their housing problem by themselves. 

 

The position of our association is that this is mainly a problem of discrimination and social exclusion caused by the state. 

 

It was the state who nationalized apartment building many years ago. It was the state who manipulated with nationalized property as it was its ownership. Tenants in previous times did not have the choice to select their housing they were assigned to a certain flat under the principle take it or leave it. Sitting tenants made in previous times their contracts under same conditions as their fellow citizens and in good faith. It was again the state that by adopting a housing reform based on private ownership only (rental housing does not exist in Slovakia in reality) brought people without home ownership to a position of a asocial outsider. Simply said it was the state who messed up and it should be the state who should solve the problem. This problem concerns not only elderly tenants with lowest incomes but all sitting tenants who have been deprived their chance to muster up their homes under the same conditions as other citizens. 

 

Our association prefers negotiations with the government on a generally acceptable solution as the best way, but so far no government showed a real interest to solve the injustice caused by the restitutions at the early 1990 ies. In such a case we see as a way an "internationalization" of the problem (pressure from respected international subjects or claiming at international courts). In fact the tactics of all governments so far  has been to "narcotize" the problem in some way - real solutions (which certainly will cost money) were less in the interest of the official authorities (with a few exemptions but this was not enough).

 

Feantsa reached respect by the Slovenian case even if a resolution has not yet been adopted (it definitely will at some time). Our association is convinced that cooperation with international partners will have a positive impact to the thinking of official authorities on the problem. This is also the ambition of the conference in Bratislava on 10 September to draw the attention to the problem and to show that there are respected international subjects interested in the problem. We are sure that this will have a positive impact on the thinking of the responsible authorities. In contact with the government we also notice the Slovenian case but there is a general opinion that this is relevant only for Slovenia mainly in particular when Slovakia did not ratify Article 31 and the additional protocol to RESC. To say the authorities that there could be also other legal means that could be used in favor of the tenants will be in my opinion very useful to come further in finding solutions for the sitting problem in Slovakia. 

 

Slovakia like Slovenia could be also a good example for other countries. We are convinced that if in one or two countries an acceptable solution will be found, governments in other CEE countries will not be in the position to ignore the problem like they do now (in particular if internationalized subjects will be involved). 

