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OVERVIEW OF THE SLOVAKIA CATCHING-UP REGIONS
INITIATIVE 4

Executive summary
Context

The Slovakia Catching-up Regions Initiative (SK CuRl) is a collaborative effort aimed at

fostering regional development and reducing disparities within Slovakia. This initiative was

launched by the European Commission (EC), specifically the Directorate-General for Regional

and Urban Policy (DG REGIO), with support from other relevant DGs including DG EMPL, DG

JUST, and DG GROW. The Ministry of Investments, Regional Development and
Informatization of the Slovak Republic (MIRDI), along with other Slovak ministries, also plays a

crucial role in this endeavor. Key r egi onal partners incl-ude th
Governing Region (PS®)verBrminsk &aReBgisdm i CRAB Sk)l f
Governing Region (KSK), and the World Bank, which provides technical assistance and

expertise. The Initiative has seen significant growth and evolution since its inception in 2019.

Initially, SK CuRI was implemented solely in the PSK (CuRI1), focusing on three core activities:

(1) improving secondary vocational education and training, (ii) enhancing energy efficiency of

public buildings, and (iii) enhancing regional and urban management capacity. Gradually, the

Initiative has expanded to include three regions: PSK, BBSK, and KSK. Over its lifetime, SK

CuRI has addressed a wide range of developmental topics such as education, mobility, inclusion

(especially of people marginalized Roma communities), basic infrastructure development (water

and wastewater), integrated health and social care services, research and development (R&D),

tourism development, GIS, and others. This comprehensive approach aims to bolster regional

capabilities and ensure sustainable development across Slovakia.

The SK CuRI4, implemented from May 2022 till December 2023, has achieved several notable
results across its various components.
In the GIS component, continuous support has been provided to the KSK to ensure the
development and smooth operation of its geoportal platform to improve transparency and
inform service delivery. This included system administration support, staff training to
enhance their capacity to operate the platform and work with datasets, and the
development of a technical note on open data in regional land use planning.
In the MRC inclusion component, significant progress has been made in developing and
implementing soft and hard projects that improve living conditions for marginalized
Roma communities, including social housing, infrastructure for roads and sidewalks,
water and wastewater systems, kindergartens, community centers, waste management,
and social enterprises.
The vocational education and training (VET) component has seen improvements in the
quality of secondary school education, the development of digital educational content and
new curricula, assessments of digital readiness of schools, and the implementation of
pilot projects in selected schools.
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In the R&D component, analyses and support for the knowledge-transfer ecosystems in
KSK and BBSK have led to the decision by the regions to establish Regional Innovation
Centers (RICs). This work focused on creating a model for the functioning of these
centers to strengthen the regions’ innovat
In the basic environmental infrastructure component in the Snina district, efforts have led
to the identification of local drinking water sources, and an extensive report, which
outlined potential decentralized solutions for water supply in 24 municipalities and
wastewater treatment solutions in 28 municipalities was developed.

The tourism component has seen the development of cycling infrastructure projects in the
PSK (Poloniny Trail) and KSK (Gemer Trail), which will attract tourists from across
Slovakia and beyond, with some parts already under construction in the PSK and route
planning and situational analysis reports completed in the KSK.

Lastly, in the health care component, a quantitative analysis of human resources in
healthcare was conducted in the BBSK, followed by extensive discussions with
municipal and government representatives to present data and develop common
solutions.

The SK CuRI has had a profound impact, notably in streamlining communication between
stakeholders at regional, national, and EU levels through regular Steering Committee meetings.
This enhanced dialogue has fostered better collaboration and coordination. The Initiative has
significantly boosted capacities at the regional level, enabling the development and execution of
various projects. As a result, the lives of many individuals have improved, including
marginalized Roma communities benefiting from better living conditions and pupils in
secondary schools experiencing enhanced vocational education and training. Additionally, the
public has gained improved access to crucial data through the KSK geoportal, facilitating more
informed decision-making and regional planning. Further information of the impact of each
component can be found in the respective chapters of the report. Overall, the Initiative has
contributed to a more connected, capable, and informed society, which can better drive
sustainable regional development.

The Slovakia Catching-up Regions Initiative has provided several valuable lessons, underscoring
the need for continued refinement in regional development strategies. For instance, one key
takeaway from the MRC component is the importance of integrated calls for proposals through a
"one-stop-shop” approach, ensuring that investments are planned logically and that hard
infrastructure investments are complemented by soft ones. This approach has now been
mainstreamed into calls for the ongoing programming period. Persistent issues with land
settlement across various components highlight a critical challenge that needs to be addressed at
the national level in Slovakia. Additionally, the Initiative has demonstrated that robust
cooperation and collaboration between regional and national levels can yield significant results.
These insights, along with many other lessons specific to each component, are detailed in the full
report, offering a comprehensive guide for future initiatives.

The next steps for the SK CuRlI involve transitioning into its final phase, CuRI 5, which will

focus on phasing out with fewer components. The primary goal during this phase is to complete
as much of the ongoing work as possible without initiating new components. The Initiative has
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significantly contributed to building capacities in the regions, laying a strong foundation for
continued regional development. Established communication channels between stakeholders

at regional, national, and EU levels should be maintained to support ongoing collaboration and
information sharing. Additionally, several projects piloted within CuRI can now serve as best
practice examples for the rest of Slovakia and other countries, showcasing effective strategies for
regional development and capacity building.

The regions, together with the EC, WB and national teams agreed on implementing and
continuing the work in the following components during the CuRI14 (2022-2023):
1. Improving the integration of groups at risk of poverty or social exclusion/Improving
integration of marginalized Roma in all 3 SK CuRl regions.
2. Social economy in the BBSK.
3. Development of tourism and strengthening the attractiveness of the Poloniny Trail in
the PSK, and Supporting sustainable tourism development in the Gemer region in the KSK.
4. Improving the quality of secondary vocational schools that meets the requirements of the
labor market, and improving the quality of VET schools in all 3 regions.
5. Creating an environment for technology transfer and greater R&D collaboration between
research and industry in the BBSK and the KSK.
6. Integration of social and health care services, the support of scarce health services in the
KSK and Improvement of availability and effectivity of healthcare provision in the BBSK
region.
7. Geo-infrastructure of spatial data — extension and improvement of quality in the KSK
8. Piloting the design and construction of basic environmental infrastructure in the Snina
district in the PSK.

Background

The Initiative provides tailored support to lagging regions, with a focus on boosting the impact of
EU investments in the regions. The World Bank (WB) was asked to help coordinate the
activities, and an Administration Agreement was signed in May 2018 between DG REGIO and
the World Bank. Three activities were implemented within the first year of Slovakia CuRI in the
PresSov r egi on untilflunec20i9, tdrgeting RgQtikndes identified in the Slovak
Republic Country Report 2018 and the Slovak Republic Country Specific Recommendations',
namely: improving the quality of education, increasing energy efficiency, enhancing
employment opportunities, and reducing the number of people living in poverty or social
exclusion. The specific activities, agreed in a four-partite dialogue between the European
Commission,theGov er nment of t he S| ov-&hermihgRegiobhdndte, t he
World Bank and constituting the CuRI Action Plan, were as follows:

Activity 1: | mproving secondary voSelfati onal
Governing Region (PSK).

Activity 2: Enhancing energy efficiency of public buildings in the PSK.
Activity 3: Enhancing regional and urban management capacity in the PSK.

After the first year, t he CuRIl wa s thepBraonlsoknag e d
Bystrica region, from September 2019 until December 2020. A similar approach was taken,
12



where both regions helped prepare their Actions Plans. The PSK largely focused on the
continuation of work already undertaken in the CuRI year 1, and partially on new themes
identified in the 2019 National Reform Programme and 2019 European Semester: Country
Specific Recommendation — Slovakia, namely: Improving the quality and inclusiveness of
education; Tackling corruption; Improving the effectiveness of the justice system; Reducing the
fragmentation of the public research system and stimulating business and innovation. At the
request of DG REGIO, the World Bank provided assistance in helping both regional authorities
in the implementation of activities in the following components:

(iv) Activity 4: Support for the improvement of quality and efficiency of secondary
Vocational Education Training (VET) in the PSK.

(V) Activity 5: Support to increasing the dynamism of the region’s development
(PSK).

(vi) Activity 6: Providing technical inputs into the development of a geospatial

platform to manage spatial data (PSK).
(vii) Activity 7: Support to improve project management (PSK).

(viii) Activity 8: Support to improve integrated, smart and sustainable transport system
in scarcely populated areas (BBSK).
(ix) Activity 9: Support in the analysis and bridging the skill gap through improving
secondary VET (BBSK).
x) Activity 10: Support in freeing up research equipment at regional research
institutes and reinforcing the support system for local SMEs (BBSK).
(xi) Activity 11: Supporting integrated public services for seniors (BBSK).
A similar approach was taken for the third year of SK CuRI implementation, in which the
Initiative was prolonged intheBans ka Bystrica and Pto¢hdthid r egi o
Slovak region —the KoSi ce regi on, S t amd ending ig Aprilr2022) Bhauar y
Ko § i c-goveliegl Region could choose to replicate the positive outcomes of components
already i mplemented i n t he.APRthre $egions weraedgagisla n s k &

early on to determine what specific actions to focus on. It was important to identify activities
with potential tangible impacts, which could be realistically implemented within a one-year
period. After the list of actions was completed, a number of meetings were organized with all SK
CuRI partners to prioritize the list of activities and identify the distinct activities the SK CuRl
would focus on. Once these key activities were identified, further discussions helped identify
detailed sub- activities together with the final scope of the work, outputs, milestones, etc.
Subsequently, all three regions prepared detailed Action plans and analytical sheets". The World
Bank provided assistance in helping the three Slovak regional authorities in the implementation
of activities in the following components:

(xii) Activity 12: Support for the Geo-infrastructure of spatial data (PSK).

(xiii) Activity 13: Improving integration of marginalized Roma (PSK).

(xiv) Activity 14: Support to develop basic environmental infrastructure in the Snina district
(PSK).
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(xv) Activity 15: Technical support to the Poloniny Trail construction (PSK).

(xvi) Activity 16: Improving the quality and efficiency of vocational secondary education in
the PSK.

(xvii) Activity 17: Support to establish an integrated, intelligent and sustainable public
transport system (BBSK).

(xviii) Activity 18: Improvement of employment for secondary vocational school graduates
in the BBSK.

(xix) Activity 19: Enhancing R&D&I collaboration between industry and research in the
BBSK.

(xx) Activity 20: Improvement of Health and Social Services for seniors in the BBSK.

(xxi) Activity 21: Improving the integration of groups at risk of poverty or social exclusion
(BBSK).

(xxii) Activity 22: Creating an environment for technology transfer and greater R&D
collaboration between research and industry (KSK).

(xxiit) Activity 23: Increasing the scope of education to promote successful employment
(KSK).

(xxiv) Activity 24: Improving the integration of groups at risk of poverty or social exclusion
in the KoSice region (KSK)

(xxv) Activity 25: Support for the design of a geo-spatial open data infrastructure in the
region and improving the analytical and decision-making processes of the KSK.

Within year four of the Initiative, eight autonomous teams were established by the World Bank

for each defined component, with the technical work coordinated by an activity leader and a

team of experts. For each activity, the team was present in the field on a regular basis, with

frequent (often weekly) communication with key stakeholders to ensure an efficient two-way
information flow, as well as stakeholders’ en
requests of stakeholders. Thanks to this hands-on approach, progress was steadily made on the

defined activities.

The Catching-up Regions Initiative in Slovakia covers a wide range of development challenges.
Building upon the experience from the Catching-up Regions Initiative in Poland, it was
determined that without both strong on-the-ground and overall technical coordination, it would
be difficult to bring such a diverse developmental program to a successful finish. For that reason,
a strong coordination team on the WB side was maintained to ensure the delivery of technical
outputs, the management of communication with stakeholders, and administrative support for the
SK CuRI program. Arrangements were made for frequent interactions with local and regional
stakeholders on the ground.
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Scope of the work and the implementation of the initiative in year four

CuRlI 4 phase activities consisted of the following five components, which contribute to the
integrated regional development in the three Slovak CuRI regions:

Component 1. Inclusion of poor and marginalized groups:

This component continued the work initiated under CuRI 1-3 and supported the inclusion of poor
and marginalized groups, especially Roma by focusing on living conditions and jobs. The
Component worked with the three self-governing regions to support 14 pilot municipalities in the
planning and preparation of investment packages to support integration of Marginalized Roma
Communities (MRC). The support focused on reinforcing an integrated approach to MRC
integration, addressing land and shelter, expanding soft investments and matching these to hard
investments. MRC integration projects worth over EUR 20 million, involving three CuRlI
regions, were devised and implemented with co-financing from the EU.

On top of working with regional and local authorities, the project team also liaised closely with
key national ministries and governmental bodies (such as the Office of the Plenipotentiary of the
Government of the Slovak Republic for Roma Communities (the Plenipotentiary) to share
lessons learnt in order to scale up and inform the design of future national programs targeted at
improving the integration of marginalized Roma communities. The WB team started the
development of a system of monitoring the progress of MRC integration in the CuRI localities.
This support entails development of a set of indicators that can not only be quantified in terms of
the 14 CuRI municipalities, but also present an opportunity for use in other municipalities that
are part of the Atlas of Roma Communities (ARC). The indicators will first be deployed in the
CuRI municipalities and can later be used in the wider context of MRC in Slovakia.

In the interest of advancing improved project sustainability and impact and increasing Roma

participation, the World Bank undertook pilot participatory planning processes in two
municipalities in the KoSice region,namely Tr e bi Sov and Jasoaghmtogetiiot h pr
MRC and majority populations to undertake a shared planning exercise as input into the

Programme of Economic and Social Development (PHSR)f or Tr ebi Sov and r esol
chall enge i n ,Jhareup of stakehollers Tas érbughttagather for a facilitated

Participatory Scenarios Process to develop a set of scenarios of possible futures for the

municipality and then to use these to inform the process of the Local Development Plan (PHSR)

development. In Jasov, a group of stakeholders was brought together for a collaborative

innovation process which aims to develop and implement solutions to ‘keep Jasov clean’, aiming

for the sustainability of the gains from the removal of the illegal landfills, but also for other

municipal waste management improvements.

The World Bank also provided support to the development of social enterprises to address
challenges of local communities including marginalized and vulnerable groups such as the
Roma, and to enhance the functioning and performance of Social Enterprises (SE) as
contributors to economic growth. More specifically, engagement was carried out in close
cooperation with the BBSK with knowledge spillovers to the KSK and the PSK. Qualitative and
quantitative analyses were carried out in/for the BBSK in order to inform the establishment of
the regional integrated center supporting social economy. In the KSK and the PSK, the activities
15



included providing support to regional authorities and pilot municipalities in the preparation of
social enterprise applications and in establishing SEs, consisting of reviewing and commenting
on technical documents, providing analyses of lessons learned in alternative employment
pathways for marginalized communities and sustaining/scaling up SEs. In all three regions
platforms such as the Social Economy Community of Practice (SECoP) were explored to be
established — under regional leadership — with the aim of maximizing the potential of the sector
in response to tailored local needs.

Component 2. Human capital:

This component had two subcomponents, one focused on vocational education and training
(VET) and one focused on integrated social services and health.

VET schools: The activities included: in the KSK, (i) providing analytical inputs (such as a
baseline assessment of digital readiness of schools, development of a plan for a Regional VET
Platform with thematically focused areas to strengthen cooperation and communication between
different stakeholders, proposed methodology for hybrid and distance learning) to support
regional authorities in accelerating digital transformation in VET in line with the European
Commi sfumooapes (eady f priorityt (il develdping a ptooded framgveork
and strategy for quality assurance and providing training in the area of creation and processing of
analyses for VET quality control; and (iii) providing analytical inputs for the development of a
Regional plan for the integration of marginalized groups into education and the labor market by
regional authorities, and of an associated communication plan; in the BBSK, (i) providing
technical inputs based on local and international best practices, to informthe CI i ent ' s
preparation of investment packages at 13 pilot BBSK secondary vocational schools, (ii) sharing
relevant examples of good practices, and (iii) developing a proposed action plan to support and
expand cooperation of pilot VET schools with small and medium-sized enterprises; and in the
PSK, (i) analyzing the state of digitization at secondary VET schools and providing
recommendations, including those on possible rapid-result interventions in relation to digital
resources and curriculum, and (ii) providing support in the design of pilots with an evaluation
plan.

Integrated social services and improved health services. The activities included: (i) in the KSK,
conducting an analysis of the current state of social services in the KSK area and an analysis of
the outpatient health care network and selection of a suitable micro-region (group), including
mapping of micro-regions or functional groupings suitable for the implementation by regional
authorities of a pilot project, to support regional authorities in identifying a suitable location for
pilot testing of the design of an integrated social and health care network model; (ii) in the
BBSK, conducting baseline assessments (including analysis of training and education for health
professionals in Slovak law, mapping of the risk of health care in the BBSK, analysis of training
and education environment for health professionals from third countries in the BBSK, and an
analysis of motivations/incentives needed to increase interest in less-developed regions) and
providing analytical inputs (including best practices and proposed models to attract doctors from
abroad) to support regional authorities in identifying regionally-based pilots suitable for
improving the availability and effectiveness of health care provision in a context of critical
shortfalls in qualified specialists, in close coordination with the national government.
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Component 3. Local Economic Development:

Development of tourism. The activities included: in the PSK, (i) providing technical support to
the project team at the PSK with the preparation of key program documents, summarized in the
Implementation Support Report, focused on the Poloniny Trail construction; and in the KSK, (i)
providing analytical inputs (such as an analysis of infrastructure and services related to the
tourism value chain, analysis of the current tourism offer, mapping of regional stakeholders in
travel and tourism, including public and private sectors, and a report with a roadmap and
recommendations on strengthening the enabling environment related to tourism development in
the Gemer region, including potential investments and implementation timeline) to support
sustainable tourism development in the Gemer region of the KSK with a focus on eco-tourism
and green environment. The focus is on the priority cycling infrastructure in the Upper-Gemer
area, the Gemer Trail development.

Creating an environment for enhanced R&D collaboration between research and industry in the
BBSK and the KSK by supporting creation of regional innovation entities and enabling
commercial use of R&D infrastructure. The activities included: (i) in the KSK and the BBSK,
providing technical assistance to support regional authorities in their setting up of regional
entities (innovation centers) and their initial activities to support regional innovation ecosystems
(including a gap analysis of critical functions of the relevant regional innovation centers and
identification of essential factors of success for their implementation in light of available
financial resources, development of proposed financial sustainability models/plans and
organizational structures, proposed action plan of essential programs/activities to be
implemented by the centers during their initial stage of functioning with recommendations for
potential future development of their functions and capacity building, and sharing of
international best practices including through organization of study visits to other European
countries); and (ii) in the BBSK, developing a proposed process for coordinating the Regional
Innovation Strategy of the BBSK, and providing technical assistance to selected research
organizations in the BBSK in applying the framework for releasing R&D infrastructure to enable
their commercial use of this infrastructure.

Component 4. Selected Basic Services:

Geo-infrastructure of spatial data — extension and improvement of quality in the KSK. The
activities: in the KSK, (i) providing technical support and capacity building to the GIS unit and
the KSK Office, (ii) providing technical assistance and technical support for the maintenance and
administration of the KSK Geoportal, and (iii) carrying out trainings or workshops to encourage
partnership collaboration with local governments, universities and the public.

Technical assistance on basic environmental (water and wastewater) infrastructure in the Snina
district in the PSK. The activities included: in the PSK, providing technical inputs based on local
and international best practices, to inform the CI i ent '’ s desi gn and
packages to support provision of basic municipal services (water supply and wastewater
disposal) in 28 municipalities in the Snina district.
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Component 5: Program management and administration:

Program management and administration activities, including, but not limited to, supporting any
program governance arrangements and SK CuRI 4-related meetings; planning and executing
work plans and budgets; managing communications and conducting outreach; disseminating
lessons learned; reporting on progress; and monitoring and evaluating the program.

One activity was terminated during the implementation. Based on the official request from the
KSK, dated Apr i | Selt-governidy®R&)idn,terminted thekCaperationeon the
Integration of Social and Health Care Services activity, due to constrains on their side. Based on
the agreement between the World Bank and the EC/DG REGIO, the World Bank team finalized
the analytical report and sought the opportunities to scale up activities to the national level, e.g.
in the form of expert workshops on the topics to be agreed with the Ministry of Health and the
Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and Family of the Slovak Republic. The World Bank team
prepared a Summary of analytical data on the main health and social care problems in the KSK
and proposed the potential solutions and recommended actions.

Table 1: Summary of CuRI 4 activities by regions
Region Activity
Activity 1: Improving integration of marginalized Roma (MRC)
Activity 2: Basic environmental infrastructure in the Snina district

PSK Activity 3: Poloniny Trail
Activity 4: Improving the quality and efficiency of secondary education
Activity 5: Improvement of availability and effectivity of healthcare provision
Activity 6: Social Economy
Activity 7: Building an innovative ecosystem in BBSK, linking industry with
BBSK R&D organizations

Activity 8: Improving the quality of secondary vocational education and
increasing the quality of the learning environment

Activity 9: Continued support to the three pilot municipalities — Improving the
integration of groups at risk of poverty or social exclusion

Activity 10: Improved integration of marginalized Roma communities

Activity 11: Creating an environment for technology transfer and greater R&D

collaboration between research and industry

Activity 12: Sustainable tourism

Activity 13: Integration of social and health care, increasing regional accessibility
KSK and creating an environment for the development of new types of social services

and the support of scarce health services

Activity 14: Geo-infrastructure of spatial data — extension and improvement of

quality

Activity 15: |l mproving the qualit)y

self-governing region that meets the requirements of the labor market

Source: The World Bank, 2023.
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The Steering Committee is the main monitoring, coordinating and decision-making platform of
the SK CuRIl. The Committee monitors the implementation of SK CuRlI, in particular the
delivery of the measures agreed within the Action plans of the participating regions. The
Committee decides on measures to improve and accelerate the implementation process of the
Action plans. Regular Steering Committee Meetings were organized with all the stakeholders
present to: 1) assess the progress of the work to date (the World Bank or the regions shared short
presentations with the Steering Committee Meeting participants prior to each meeting); 2)
discuss problems and issues encountered, and make decisions on how to solve them; 3) propose
next steps to be taken with clear deadlines and responsibility for their delivery; and 4) agree on a
change of approach, or additional/different work to be completed. The frequency of the Steering
Committee Meetings ensured that all the problems and issues identified were addressed in a
timely manner, which helped save time and resources needed later in the process to achieve the
agreed-upon results.

Table 2: List of SK CuRI 4 Steering Committee Meetings

1 May 17" — 18", 2022 hybrid (in Banska
2 September 20" —21*, 2022 hybrid (in PreSov
3 December 6" — 7", 2022 hybrid (in Bans)ka
4 March 21% — 22", 2023 hybrid (in Trebis o KSK & virtual)

5 June 13" — 14" 2023 hybrid (in Predov
6 September 26" — 27", 2023 hybrid(inBanska Bystri

Source: The World Bank, 2023.

Besides the regular Steering Committee Meetings, annual or so-called final conferences are also

organized, in order to evaluate each phase of SK CuRI implementation, and promote results of

the initiative to key stakeholders, but also to general public. The final conference of the first year

of the Slovakia CuRI implementation was hel d on June 18, 2019 in
evaluated the achieved results and discussed how to close/narrow the convergence gap of the
catching-up regions in the EU and the Slovak Republic. The final conference of the second year

of the CuRI was postponed due to the COVID-19 pandemic and travel restrictions, and was
successfully organi zedntheBansk& BRYWs.tTheifioahl riengi -
conference, which discussed the results of Year 3 in all 3 regions took place on June 14-15, 2022
in KosSice. And the Final conference of the CuRI phase 4 was held on November 27-29, 2023 in
the High Tatras (PreSov region).
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Figure 1:

Source: The PSK, 2023.
Main achievements and outcomes of SK CuRI14

The Catching-up Regions Initiative has significantly contributed to building capacities in the
regions, laying a strong foundation for continued regional development and growth. Several
projects piloted within CuRI can now serve as best practice examples for the rest of Slovakia and
other countries, showcasing effective strategies for regional development and capacity building.
| mportantl vy, Pr e § gstrica redloasShave been able td sucBessfolly knié the B
soft side of the growth challenges they face to programs and finance to deliver change on the
ground. Improving basic infrastructure such as sanitation, roads, and cycle paths is one good
example. A second area has been investing in the quality of secondary vocational education to
improve opportunities for young people. Improving tech transfer and cooperation between
companies and research institutions will contribute to new jobs and new industries. Finally, by
supporting pilot municipalities with the very real challenges in integration of marginalized Roma
communities, the regions are developing new ideas to improve living conditions for some of the
poorest and most vulnerable citizens.

The Catching-up Regions Initiative is the most comprehensive and targeted technical assistance
in Slovakia provided with the aim of increasing the absorption capacity of European funds®. As
of end of November 2023, together with the help of CuRI, 106 projects were implemented in the
amount of EUR 121.5 million. Additionally, new projects awaiting implementation are estimated
at more than EUR 150 million, with more in the pipeline. In total, CuRI directly helped in the
preparation of 60 projects in PSK, which have already been implemented with a total budget of
EUR 71.3 million (including co-financing), 21 projects in BBSK in the amount of EUR 38.6
million, and 25 projects in the amount of EUR 11.6 million in KSK.

The participation of the European Commission and the World Bank in the initiative brought
positive changes. Their support helped to open communication channels between regions and
central government and between regions and municipalities/local stakeholders, enabling a better

L EC/DG REGIO (2023): Evaluation of the Catching-up Regions Initiative in Slovakia. Final Report. (December
2023).
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mutual understanding of their needs. The CuRlI regions highlighted the positive progress in
MIRRI's approach and open line of communication, while most other ministries have established
a functional communication links with the CuRlI regions. The result is a wider range of eligible
project activities and a more integrated approach has been ensured. The CuRI regions benefited
from integration efforts across all components and gained a better understanding of strategic
thinking and vision for the future. The new element of CuRI was an integration effort in all
components together with a strategic view and vision for the future. The approach to the
components was innovative, integrated and strengthened by rich experiences drawn from other
countries . The support of the World Bank significantly contributed to the quality of the projects.

CuRI brought accelerated processes that reduced time needed to move to project implementation
while also ensuring technical soundness of proposed projects.  CuRI experience showed that
public procurement was one main challenge, however this issue would needs to be addressed
systematically at the national level.

From the point of view of individual components, as of December 2023, the following was
achieved:

Geo-infrastructure of spatial data in KSK and PSK
Both geoportals (https://www.geoportalksk.sk/home/; https://geopresovregion.sk/) are fully
functional with a growing content. The GIS units at the KSK and the PSK are fully autonomous
and equipped with the necessary staff to continue operating and managing the platforms. The
geoportals have become an integral part
Both portals have been adopted by external users and their use is increasing. Broader awareness
of the geoportals is still a challenge for both regions.

Improving integration of marginalized Roma and developing social economy in the CuRI

regions
During the year four of the CuRI, the World Bank continued to review and provide strategic and
technical guidance to improve project documents prepared by the pilot municipalities. Most of
the projects prepared focused on local civil patrols, construction or reconstruction of
kindergartens, waste collection yards, water and sanitation infrastructure, social housing,
elimination of illegal landfills, community centers, roads, sidewalks and parking. The value of
prepared and approved projects of 14 pilot municipalities exceeded the amount of EUR 23
million. The WB team also compiled a report which seeks to extract key recommendations for
the design of the 2021-2027 programs, and shared with relevant ministries and the Roma
Plenipotentiary Office. Social Economy tasks consisted of providing guidance on social
economy local plans and on establishment of social enterprises. Training on best practices in the
Social Economy Community of Practice was delivered to Slovak CuRlI regions.

Improving the quality and efficiency of secondary education in the CuRlI regions
Within the framework of the CuRI 1V, the PSK and the BBSK regions followed up on the
activities implemented in the previous periods and focused, in addition to strengthening the
culture of quality at the pilot schools, on improving cooperation, communication and
coordination between the secondary vocational schools and employers. At the same time, they
continued in the gradual implementation of the European Quality Assurance in Vocational
Education and Training (EQAVET) system. In the KSK region, activities focused on
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implementation of a quality assurance framework, mainly through educational workshops and
consultations with the management of the pilot secondary VET schools.

The WB team elaborated a study on the maturity of secondary schools in the digitalization of
education. The data collection included a survey of schools supplemented with qualitative data
from focus groups. A report is benchmarking the current state of digital education in secondary
schools, mapping the expectations and needs of secondary schools, perceptions of the importance
of digitalization in the secondary education system, and formulates recommendations for
accelerating the digital transformation of education.

The integrated investment packages for selected pilot schools were prepared and implemented by
regional partners. At the end of December 2023, value of implemented projects reached EUR
106.6 million (EUR 82 mil. in modernization of schools facilities and equipment; EUR 11.6 mil.
in soft activities; EUR 10 mil. in support of cooperation between companies and schools; and
EUR 3 mil. in preparation of new project documentation). New projects prepared and to be
financed in the new programming period are valued of more than EUR 103 million.

Building an innovative ecosystem in BBSK and creating an environment for technology

transfer and greater R&D collaboration between research and industry in KSK
In the year 4 of CuRI, work was focused on analyzing and supporting the development of the
KSK and t he B Bt&isfer scosystens matuetydagdehe team was working with a
broad range of regional stakeholders. The World Bank team assessed (i) functioning of the
national innovation support system (light assessment) ii) potential of regional knowledge transfer
ecosystem stakeholders (ii) areas requiring urgent support, (iii) the regulatory framework for the
technology transfer by Slovak research organizations, (iv) the framework for the commercial use
of R&D infrastructure, (v) bottlenecks slowing down the development of the knowledge-transfer
ecosystem. The focus of this work was on knowledge transfer from science to business and on
building an economy based on innovations resulting from R&D work. As a result, both regions
took actions to strengthen their innovation ecosystems; the KSK continued developing its
Regional Innovation Center, which acts as a regional coordinator and BBSK reinforced activities
of its internal unit. This component also stimulated the discussion about financing or regional
innovation policies through EU funds (measure 1.1.1.).

Developing the basic environmental infrastructure in the Snina district (PSK)

At the end of December 2023, drinking water sources in the form of a borehole or spring were
verified and confirmed in 17 municipalities of the Snina district out of a total of 24
municipalities. A total of 29 hydrogeological tasks were carried out as part of the pre-project
preparation in order to establish or verify sources of drinking water. Another achievement, which
is not yet secured, is the development of alternative forms of wastewater treatment. The World
Bank in cooperation with PSK and EC also organized a one-day workshop, bringing in all 28
municipalities to Snina, on December 1,
Association comprised of the 28 municipalities to streamline the O&M costs of the water supply
and wastewater systems. The World Bank experts presented case studies of decentralised
wastewater treatment plants (focused on Czech Republic) and legal analysis results of possible
establishment of the Muni ci pal User s’ Associati on.

development of comprehensive project documentation — detailed engineering design (DED) and
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provision of engineering services for J)JYhe Zb
This will involve the independent use of water sources, drinking water supply systems,
wastewater collection, disposal and treatment at the municipal level.

Technical support to the Poloniny Trail construction in PSK

The year 4 of CuRI was marked by the beginning of the construction of an 8-kilometer-long
Starine-fRus ké section in the Stakc¢in Area. The han
contractor took place on March 20, 2023, with the participation of representatives from PSK, the

European Commission, MIRDI, the World Bank, and local municipalities. The works were

completed by the end of 2023. In July 2023, the construction site of a 3.5-kilometer-long section
connecting Ulic¢ with Ulic¢ské Krivé twendofi naugu
2023. The Porta Rusica section, connecting the PT with the Polish border and financed from

ENI, was completed in summer 2023. The preparation of Stage 2 investments is ongoing.

Considering the complexity of sections, many of which go through the National Park, the

provision of the design document is at different stages.

Technical support to the Gemer Trail preparation in KSK
The KSK project team and the World Bank experts worked together to prepare a situational
analysis report for the Upper Gemer Region. This report helped identify key bottlenecks

hi ndering tourism development in the RoZnava
Poloniny Trail project, a group of technical experts from both teams started to map the Gemer
Trail, which - woul d all ow for connecting the city of

key tourism attractions around. The first 60-kilometer-long trail was given priority for
development in the first stage. The findings and technical parameters of this cycling trail are
covered in detail in the report. For sustainable capacity building of the tourism sector
representatives and the KSK team, a week-long training program was prepared by the World
Bank. Leading European tourism experts were invited to facilitate the sessions. Relevant
examples from Denmark, Italy, Austria, and other developed European markets were discussed.

Improvement of availability and effectivity of health care provision in BBSK
The World Bank provided technical support and conducted a baseline assessment of the
availability of medical personnel resources in the region. It consisted of (1) quantitative analysis
based on collected data and (2) extensive discussions with representatives of BBSK
municipalities and government to present data and develop common solutions. The proposed
recommendations for the BBSK are a combination of multiple interventions that span different
areas, such as governance, education, work organization, scope of practice, financial incentives,
data for informed policies, political economy analysis, and inter-sectoral governance.

Next steps and SK CuRlI year five

After the fourth year of implementation in the Slovak Republic, the Catching-up Regions
Initiative has become a recognized approach and tool that is also used in other EU countries. The
Slovak experience can now serve as an example for the development of similar approaches in
other EU and/or World Bank client countries.
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The SK CuRl partners decided to extend the implementation of the Initiative by another, final —
phasing out — year. The implementation of Year 4 of the Initiative started in January 2024 and
will continue until December 2024, with the organization of the final conference in the first half
of 2025.

The CuRI regions, together with the WB teams, EC and MIRDI have agreed on implementing
and continuing the work in the following components:
Component 1. Improving the integration of groups at risk of poverty or social exclusion
(A complex design of the MRC i nt egrati on project then t he
BBSK; Inclusion in education in pilot BBSK, KSK and PSK secondary vocational
schools; Continuous support to selected pilot municipalities in the KSK in their Roma
Integration activities; Improving the integration of marginalized Roma in the PSK).
Component 2. Human capital (Improvement of availability and efficiency of health care
provision in the BBSK, focusing on HR and telemedicine).
Component 3. Local Economic Development (design and construction of strategic
cycling trails in the Gemer region (KSK) and planning of integrated investments related
to the Poloniny Trail (PSK); and R&D in the KSK — Supporting operations of the KSK
Regional Innovation Center.
The World Bank in cooperation with CuRI partners will also organize four Steering
Committee Meetings and the SK CuRI 5 Final Conference.

Future issues to consider:

Potential scaling up of the SK CuRlI activities, e.g., to national level or to other Slovak
regions, or transfer of know-how and experience gained from the SK CuRlI
implementation and results to other EU or non-EU countries; including post-war recovery
of Ukraine and the potential role of Slovakia and its regions in it;

Future continuation and financing of the SK CuRI activities. Phasing out of some
components and discussion on the future of the SK CuRI with CuRI partners and the
Slovak Government.
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OVERVIEW OF THE INITIATIVE YEAR 4 RESULTS
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GEO-INFRASTRUCTURE OF SPATIAL DATA — EXTENSION
AND IMPROVEMENT OF ITS QUALITY IN THE KOSI CE
SELF-GOVERNING REGION

Why?

One of the key responsibilities of self-governing regions in Slovakia is to promote regional
development. To fulfill this mandate, public authorities need access to accurate, up-to-date,
machine-readable and high-quality data, especially geospatial data, to make well-designed public
policies and decisions. This led the CuRI stakeholders to add a GIS technical assistance
component for the K o § Betf-governing Region (KSK).

How?

The technical assistance provided by the WB team to the KSK was based on strong technical
collaboration with the GIS unit through weekly updates, ad hoc technical support/guidance and
trainings on specific technical issues.

Following the CuRI phase implemented in 2021-22, the World Bank team composed of GIS
specialists continued to provide support to the KSK GIS team in maintaining and developing its
regional spatial data infrastructure and supporting its uptake among the KSK departments and
municipalities in the region also during the CuRI 4 phase.

Key tasks carried out during the SK CuRI 4 in the KSK:

e The WB team continued to provide system administration support to the KSK in order to
ensure smooth platform operation.

e The WB team provided technical support to the GIS unit in using and enhancing the
geoportal including upgrading the software of the GeOrchestra to the latest version,
handing over the system administration (sysadmin) activities to an external company and
writing related documentation. Given this, complete refactoring of the infrastructur e * s
code was undertaken to ensure easier maintenance.

e The WB team improved the harvester for obtaining data from the Statistical Office of the
Slovak Republic. The WB team was developing another harvester to obtain data held by
Slovak Road Administration, but it has not been deployed so far.

e The WB team delivered a Technical note on Open data in Regional Land Use Planning.
The technical note provides an overview of current and upcoming legislation and
practical examples from EU regions. The note concludes with suggestions for improving
land use planning in the KSK through better data management.

e The WB team delivered a series of trainings to the GIS unit of the KSK on data
visualization and analytics: Mviewer training, Harvesters, Raster workshop, SQL
training. The trainings were provided by WB staff and consultants.
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e The WB team supported the KSK in organizing the EastGIS 2023 conference (November
30™ — December 1%, 2023) by facilitating virtual meetings, providing feedback on the
agenda, conference set up and on other conference outputs.
e The WB team provided feedback to the KSK on the survey dedicated to the
municipalities in the region with the aim of introducingthe KS K’ s Geopor t al an:
understanding their needs and Geoportal usage.
e The WB team also facilitated a knowledge exchange with CuRI Poland dedicated to the
Spatial Planning Experience (June 29", 2023) and supported the KSK at FOSS4G
conference in Italy.

What?
Technical support and building capacities of the GIS unit and the KSK departments

KSK GIS unit now consists of four fully qualified persons.

The GIS team is now able to publish data and create tailor-made and demand-oriented
web applications almost independently due to its good data analyst skills and digital
competencies enhanced during trainings delivered also in year four.

e KSK continued with peer-to-peer exchange with the P r e Sebf-governing Region in the
areas of INSPIRE, Spatial Information Registry, Mviewer, Mapstore and sustainability of
the platform.

e The GIS unit also started to play an active role in administrative capacity building by
providing several in-house trainings for colleagues at the KSK Office. More than 10 KSK
employees from various fields and departments were trained (GeoNetwork, Mapstore).

Cooperation with partners and governments

e The KSK launched an internship program dedicated to students of geoinformatics and
professionals from the Department of Geography and Applied Geoinformatics of the
Universityo f P r e S o v of thefomfesdonal irgesnship, five new map
applications were published att h e  KG8oKorta.

e TheKSK al so continued its coopeasityahi BEbySiwceh |
using the KSK® &eoportal in teaching at the Institute of Geographyof PF UPJS r esul t
in the creation of new map applications.

e The GIS unit collaborated with other KSK departments involved in the implementation of
the CuRlI componentsand cr eat ed a mRomacammpnities'chatt i on t it
presents the numbers and shares of Roma communities in the municipalities of the
K o § Betf-governing Region for the MRC Component and a map application showing
the cycling paths in the Gemer region for the Tourism component.

e The GIS unit prepared a survey dedicated to the municipalities in the region in order to
better understand their current use and needs related to the K S K Gesportal usage with
80 responses.
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e The GIS unit together with the partners and the WB team pursued an effort to organize a
two-day conference titled ‘EastGIS 2023’ dedicated to the municipalities, professionals,
public and private sectors. The aim was to foster understanding and support of usage of
GIS technology and geospatial data in decision-making, land use planning, and
environmental and climate challenges at both local and regional levels. More than 30
experts contributed to the conference, with many also leading thematic workshops during
the second day of the conference.

The creation of thematic maps of priority datasets and newly selected spatial and statistical
datasets

e After the deployment and delivery of the first package of trainings, the GIS unit started
publishing datasets systematically and increased them to a number of 235 available
datasets.

e The GIS unit focused on the publication of priority datasets with high potential of re-use.
The following priority datasets were publishedont h e  KGSolortad:

Transport: Suburban bus stops, Railway stops and railway network in the region,
Accessibility of district towns in the region, etc.

e Tourism: Tourist trails in the KSK, Tourist information centers in the KSK, Caves in the
KSK, National Cultural Monuments, etc.

e  Population: Natural increase in the population of the districts in the KSK, Migration
balance in the KSK, etc.

e Healthcare: Medical facilities owned by the KSK, Hospitals in the KSK, General
outpatient medical facilities, etc.

e Statistical dataont h e  KG8oKortad usage indicate that the portal has been adopted by
external users and its use is increasing. Data for the period of September 2022 —
September 2023 show a significant increase in the use of map services (+ 30%), a huge
increase in Web Feature Service (WFS) requests, which mostly translates into
downloaded datasets (+ 278,4 %), and a strong increase in the percentage of
unauthenticated access (78,35%).

e The GIS unit has developed 15 web map applications that are accessible via the
geoportal, for example Cycle routes in the KSK, Subsidies 2022, Air quality, Waste
Management, Flood threats, Healthcare.
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Figure 2: Student map application — cultural monuments in the KSK
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Source: The KSK, 2023.

Lessons learned and next steps

The main objectives of the technical assistance provided to the KSK have been achieved. The

GIS unit at the KSK is now fully autonomous and equipped with the necessary staff to continue

operating and managing the platform. The geoportal has become an integral part of the
administration’s business prbhes EGBogortahusage r es o u
indicate that the portal has been adopted by external users and its use is increasing. The KSK

also pursued efforts to ensure future compatibility of its land use plan data with the geoportal.

The last step to ensure full autonomy of the KSK is the signing of a contract with a local firm for
system administration to ensure high reliability and availability of the platform. The GIS unit
will enter a new phase of its development, where the focus will be on making sure it can
continue to respond to demand for priority GIS data and analytics while maintaining a talented
in-house team and growing capabilities in new technologies or services.
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Figure 3: Map application developed by the KSK —flood riskinthe Ko §i ce r egi on
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IMPROVING THE INTEGRATION OF GROUPS AT RISK OF
POVERTY OR SOCIAL EXCLUSION IN ALL 3 CURI REGIONS

Activity 1: Improving integration of marginalized Roma (MRC) in the PSK

Activity 6: Social Economy (BBSK)

Activity 9: Continued support to the three pilot municipalities — Improving the integration of
groups at risk of poverty or social exclusion (BBSK)

Activity 10: Improved integration of marginalized Roma communities (KSK)

Improving integration of marginalized Roma (MRC) in the Pr e S o agoveghend f
Region

Since the start of the 4™ CuRl phase, the six pi | ot municipalities (o
Varhan€véaya, Kr i vany  VaraOka tpremared ang sulamittdd 31

projects valued at €10.48 million to Ministry of Interior (Mol). The projects covered many

sectors including water and sanitation (32%), roads and sidewalks (16%), kindergartens (12%),

leap housing (12%)", solid waste management infrastructure (waste stands, waste collection

yards and clearance of illegal landfills) (10%), community centers (9%) and MOPS/civil patrols

(9%). The intensity of planned investments varied across the municipality driven by extent of

need and level of preparedness. For instance, just under 19% of the projects (in value) were in

Varadka, which is one of the smallest municipalities with 204 inhabitants but a very active

mayor with signs of good collaboration within the municipal assembly, broadly supporting of the

Roma integration agenda. The | argest share of
home to 1,438 people. The municipality shows signs of good leadership and strong
administrative and technical expertise.

The project team worked with the PSK regional authority and municipalities to provide strategic
and technical support on project documents prepared by municipalities or their consultants and
liaison with Mol to resolve bottlenecks with decision making and implementation. In regard to
social economy, the aim is to strengthen administrative capacity to use this instrument in
addressing the needs of vulnerable and marginalized communities, as well as labor market
integration of the long-term unemployed.

How?

The support to municipalities included troubleshooting to resolve blockages during project
implementation. This related mainly to cost overruns (received tenders exceeding budgeted
amounts) and administrative delays with public procurement control. In almost all instances, the
team convened key decision makers to find a solution to the identified challenges. In regard to
social economy, capacity was built through dedicating training on setting up platforms to
|l everage | ocal st a k e $eaol, thughs Knowledge rspilloverdoon the on t o
social economy ecosystem and sharing of best practices. The overall aim was to provide support
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to regional authorities in the preparation of social enterprise applications, consisting of reviewing
and commenting on technical documents.

Key Tasks Carried Out

* Provision of strategic and technical guidance on prepared Technical Documents — the World
Bank continued to review and provide strategic and technical guidance to improve project
documents prepared by the municipalities. The comments and inputs provided by the World
Bank varied from ensuring technical completeness to addressing social and environmental
considerations, such as energy efficiency performance of buildings, universal access design for
public infrastructure and encouraging local authorities to consult beneficiary communities in the
design of projects.

* Implementation troubleshooting support — As mentioned above, most challenges experienced
by the municipalities were related to tendered prices being higher than budgets and delays with
public procurement control. The support entailed facilitating discussions with national ministries
and authorities to identify alternative funding sources, including increasing co-financing
allocation by municipalities. Another key challenge raised by municipalities was uncertainty on
continuation of the 2014-2020 programming period programs in the 2021-2027 programming
period. This related mainly to the timing of availability of funds for MOPS, field social workers,
etc. The team collaborated with the Office of the Roma Plenipotentiary directly and through the
CuRI Steering Committee to facilitate more open and regular communication with the
municipalities.

Social Economy tasks consisted of providing guidance on social economy local plans intended
to be included in a strategy (this effort was not materialized due to change in leadership). Part of
the preparatory work was the guidance in carrying out field visits to 74 social enterprises and
data collection on the local ecosystem through a survey. However, in spite of the strategy
document not being finalized, the preparatory work allowed the PSK team to identify existing
gaps in the ecosystem. This led to the organic request to deepen knowledge on collaborative
platforms, bringing together local stakeholders to identify tailored solutions for social enterprises
and other social economy entities in the region. A training on best practices in the Social
Economy Community of Practice was delivered to the PSK team. Collaborative efforts were
made by the PSK team by reaching out to the National Institute of Social Economy team with the
facilitation of the World Bank.

What?
Key Results Achieved
As at September 2023, 31 projects, valued at € 1 0 .m#dli®n had been submitted to the

Ministry of Interior (Mol). All 31 submitted projects were approved. The distribution of
submitted and approved projects is depicted in Figure 4.
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Figure 4: Value of submitted projects by type — PSK

Source: The PSK, 2023
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These include i) five soft projects (local civil patrols — all municipalities except Varadka); ii) 11

infrastructure projects (Ostrovany: kindergarten and waste collection yard,
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Figure 5: Project status per municipality — PSK
PROIJECT STATUS
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Source: The PSK, 2023.

In regard to social economy, the objective of building administrative capacity was achieved (1)
through the guidance and knowledge-exchange work around the local social economy ecosystem
— discussing the data collected through the survey and characteristics of the 74 social enterprises
included in the field visits; (2) preparatory work for the local strategy deepened the knowledge of
the sector and pointed to limitations — for example, the need to have a dedicated team member to
focus on social economy in order to maximize the potential of the sector, especially in creating
productive and inclusive jobs; (3) training on implementing social economy communities of
practice that bring together local stakeholders to leverage tailored solutions for social enterprises
and the development of the social economy local ecosystem. A knowledge-sharing training
session, with examples from Romania and Turkey, where similar initiatives have demonstrated
success in building administrative capacity and sustainability to the sector, was organized and a
toolkit delivered to accompany the training and the following deep-dive session; and (4)
knowledge spillover through the report *Supporting Inclusive Growth Through Social Economy
intheBans ka Regimn'tasan example of a local social economy ecosystem qualitative
and quantitative analysis.

Social Economy & Continued support to the three pilot municipalities — Improving
the integration of groups at risk of poverty or social exclusion (BBSK)

34



Why?

The Team collaborated with the BBSK to support the three pi | o't muni cipalitie
Filako¥e®l aaada to continue prepaheMaogndrmpsole) ect s
challenges to approval and implementation. In regard to social economy, the aim was to

strengthen administrative capacity to use this instrument in addressing the needs of vulnerable

and marginalized communities, as well as labor market integration of the long-term unemployed.

How?

As part of the CuRI Action Plan, the BBSK expressed the need to gain insights on the local
social economy ecosystem in order to address the needs of the region, support social enterprises
and identify actions to operationalize support. In regard to social economy, capacity was built
through carrying out a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the local social economy
ecosystem, informing policy design of an entity to serve the sector — the Integrated Support
Centre (ISC) that would provide coordinated support services to existing and future social
enterprises, and through dedicated training on setting up platforms to leverage local
stakeholde r s’ cont r i b uthroughrknowledge dpilioeers snehe socat economy
ecosystem and sharing of best practices.

Key Tasks Carried Out

* Pr o v stratdgio and texhnical guidance on prepared Technical Documents — the World
Bank continued to review and provide strategic and technical guidance to improve the project
documents prepared by the three municipalities. The municipalities were also supported to
prepare and submit applications to IROP for support with project documentation preparation.

e I mpl ementati on t matwftte ehallengeoehcounteged veene elpted to t
the finalization of project documents and obtaining statutory approvals for projects under
preparation and processing public procurement. The BBSK played an active role in supporting
municipalities to address public procurement deficiencies to meet deadlines as much as possible.

Social economy tasks carried out consisted of mapping existing registered and non-registered

social enterprises in the BBSK, analyzing the existing entrepreneurship ecosystem, identifying

the main opportunities and obstacles to its consolidation and upgrading, and proposed a

framework for the establishment and operation of the envisaged ISC. This work was delivered

through t h e r Sugparting Inclusive Growth Through Social Economy i n t he Ba
By st r i calo dRepep theoknowledge on collaborative platforms of engagement that can

support the regional social economy ecosystem, a training was delivered on best practices in the

Social Economy Community of Practice with an accompanying toolkit.

What?
Key Results Achieved

The municipalities prepared and submitted investment projects valued at € 3. 22 mi | , (
whi ch seven pr Db6Bmiliansverevappiroued. At tha and 0€2023, of the seven
approved projects, there were six under impleme nt ati on val ued at € 1. 301
at €12 Ba¥been completed. These are detailed further in Figure 6 below.
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Figure 6: Status of projects per municipality — BBSK
PROJECT STATUS
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Source: The BBSK, 2023.

In addition to the Mol, the municipalities also submitted applications to IROP for technical
assistance for project preparation. Four pre-project preparations applications to the value of
€77,933 were approvedf or Fi 'akovo and Jel Sava.

In regard to social economy, the objective of building administrative capacity in the BBSK was
achieved (1) through the guidance and knowledge-exchange work around the local social
economy ecosystem — discussing the data collected through the survey and four focus groups; (2)
the mapping of existing registered and non-registered enterprises in the BBSK — despite the
existence of a specific targeted legislation aiming support primarily at registered social
enterprises, many companies or organizations that would meet the criteria for social enterprises
fail to register as such — analyzing the existing entrepreneurship ecosystem, identifying the main
opportunities and obstacles to its consolidation and upgrading, and proposing a framework for
the establishment and operation of the envisaged ISC. This was reflected in the report titled
‘Supporting Inclusive Growth Through Social Economyint he Bamsstkra cER(3)Regi on’
development of the proposed design of the ISC as part of an enhanced ecosystem for social
entrepreneurship includes (i) potential functional areas in which the ISC could concentrate its
action and services, also in collaboration with other actors and organizations, and (ii) options for
its institutional structuring and anchoring; and (4) training on implementing social economy
communities of practice that bring together local stakeholders to leverage tailored solutions for
social enterprises and the development of the social economy local ecosystem. A knowledge-
sharing training session, with examples from Romania and Turkey where similar initiatives have
demonstrated success in building administrative capacity and sustainability to the sector, was
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organized and a toolkit delivered to accompany the training and the following deep-dive session.
Thiswas del i ver ed tThotkio forghe estabhslement of fheoSocial EConomy
Community of Practice (SECoP) intheBa n s k & megien (BBSKE a

Improved integration of marginalized Roma communities (KSK)

Why?

The project team continued support to the KSK and the five pilot municipalities of
Vitkovce, Vt ackovce, Jaslaw,b anfl De b iS gremte last n d Dot
municipalities to join CuRI and as such, progress in project preparation and implementation is

slowest in these. The sectoral distribution of projects across all municipalities is depicted in

Figure 7.

Figure 7: Sectoral distribution of projects — KSK
SUBMITTED PROJECTS
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Source: The KSK, 2023.

The project team worked with the KSK regional authority in regard to social economy, with the
aim to strengthen administrative capacity to use this instrument in addressing the needs of

vulnerable and marginalized communities, as well as labor market integration of the long-term
unemployed.

How?
In regard to social economy, capacity was built through dedicating training on setting up
platforms to | everage | ocal stakeholders’ con
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on the social economy ecosystem and sharing of best practices. The overall aim was to provide
support to regional authorities in the preparation of social enterprise applications and build
capacity to support the local social economy ecosystem.

Key Tasks Carried Out

e Pr o v btratégio and tecHnical guidance on prepared technical documents — the World
Bank continued to review and provide strategic and technical guidance to improve the project
documents prepared by the three municipalities. Municipalities were also supported to prepare
and submit applications to IROP for support of project documentation preparation.

e I mpl ementati on t mastwftte ehallengeoehcounteged veene rlpted to t
the finalization of project documents and obtaining statutory approvals for projects under
preparation and processing public procurement. The BBSK played an active role in supporting
municipalities to address public procurement deficiencies to meet deadlines as much as possible.

Social economy tasks consisted of the delivery of a training on best practices in the
establishment of a social economy community of practice, based on the request to deepen
knowledge on collaborative platforms. The aim was to bring together local stakeholders to
identify tailored solutions for social enterprises and other social economy entities in the region.
Tailored guidance was provided towards the registration of a social enterprise in Do b $tp
serve the Roma community. Knowledge spillovers and dissemination of best practices were
carried out with the KSK team. Broader support to the local social economy ecosystem was
provided through guidance in carrying out the data collection survey focusing on addressing
long-term unemployment through social economy. To complement the quantitative analysis, 14
focus group meetings were carried out in the region to collect qualitative data in order to better
understand the needs of the local social economy ecosystem.

Key Results Achieved

Eight projects valued at € ®3 million were submitted to and approved by Mol. At the time
of writing this report, projects valued at € 2 million are under implementation (see Figure 8),
which i s a si gni.f4dimdlemmthree montlts prieraGneof the singla large
projects in the whole portfolio, the elimination of an illegal landfill Jasov, was penalised after the
public procurement. The Mol issued the decision based on the public procurement control and
decided to issue a 10% correction (fine) for the project. The local assembly decided to continue
with the project and cover the 10% correction from the municipal resources.
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Figure 8: Project status per municipality — KSK
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Source: The KSK, 2023.

In addition to submissions to the Mol for project implementation, municipalities also prepared

and submitted seven projects valued at €1.2 million to IROP for project preparation funding. Of

these, and five (threei n Tr ebi Sov and o nekovehto the value ofJ as o v
€0.9million were approved and are currently under implementation.

In regard to social economy, the objective of building administrative capacity was achieved (1)
through the guidance and knowledge exchange work around the local social economy ecosystem
— discussing the data collected through the survey and focus groups; (2) support towards the
registration process of a social enterprise in D o b Sintamdad to operate in the wood industry
with the aim of creating green jobs; (3) training on implementing social economy communities
of practice that bring together local stakeholders to leverage tailored solutions for social
enterprises and the development of the social economy local ecosystem. A knowledge-sharing
training session with examples from Romania and Turkey, where similar initiatives have
demonstrated success in building administrative capacity and sustainability to the sector, was
organized and a toolkit delivered to accompany the training and the following deep-dive session;
and (4) knowledge spillovers through the report ‘Supporting Inclusive Growth Through Social
Economyint he Banska B g antexanpteaf a Realgsocial cbnomy ecosystem
qualitative and quantitative analysis.

Lesson learned and next steps

Drawing on CuRI Il and Il experience, desktop research and interviews with mayors

(CuRl and non-CuRIl) who have attempted to implement integrated approaches to
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addressing Roma exclusion since 2004, the team compiled a report which seeks to extract
key recommendations for the design of the 2021-2027 programs.

1. Close coordination with other authorities managing the funds for improved integration
of MRC. The Office of the Roma Plenipotentiary will command significant Cohesion Policy
Fund resources targeted at MRC integration in the 2021-2027 programming period.
However, these are insufficient and more resources (EU and national resources) are with
different ministries. The Office of the Roma Plenipotentiary, as the entity responsible for
ensuring implementation of the MRC inclusion strategy, could play a coordinating role to
ensure the complementarity of other funds managed by these ministries. This coordination
could focus on the design, content and timing of these investments to optimi z e alleofd
government’ response to MRC inclusion.

2. Rather than uncoordinated investment calls by the Office of the Roma Plenipotentiary,
consideration should be given to preparing integrate d ¢ a | Ibsndlet Higilile
activities. For instance, a basic municipal infrastructure call could include water, sanitation,
roads, sidewalks, public lighting, etc. under one call. Another call could be for social
infrastructure such as kindergartens, elementary schools, playgrounds, etc. These calls could
remain open for the duration of the programming period, thus enabling municipalities to
apply as their investment pipelines mature. Such re-design would enable municipalities to
plan and sequence their applications and implementation in response to their needs, rather
than in response to a central administrative decision on when calls are open or closed. The
indication from the Office of the Roma Plenipotentiary is that they will attempt to integrate
as many types of project activities into an integrated call as possible. This will lead to
significantly lower administrative burden to be put on municipalities.

3. Infrastructure calls could be better complemented by soft measures/investments. Hard
and soft interventions should be aligned so that they are mutually supportive and logically
complement and reinforce each other. If this requires the revision of the Programme
Slovakia, the Office of the Roma Plenipotentiary should attempt to introduce these
amendments to the Programme. For example:

1.1.1. when building a community center, the municipality can apply for community
center employees and resources to train them,

1.1.2. for the construction and reconstruction of shelter, i.e. housing projects, the
municipality can apply for support in the form of community work and housing
assistants,

1.1.3. in waste disposal, the municipality can apply for community work and
environmental education for its citizens.

4. Investment needs to be preceded by an integrated municipal plan. The PHSR is the basic
strategic and development document for each municipality. It therefore needs to be well
articulated, compiled in a participatory manner (with an explicit focus on enabling MRC
participation in the planning process, identification of needs and participation in
implementation) with a clear focus on closing development gaps between Roma and non-
Roma. If a municipality has a dated PHSR or one that does not meet these minimum
requirements, it is advisable to have it updated prior to applying for investment funds. It is
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recommended that the Office of the Roma Plenipotentiary updates the PHSR methodological
guide to include a focus on Roma inclusion and integration. Further, municipalities could be
supported by the Office of the Roma Plenipotentiary to prepare PHSRs that meet these
requirements.

5. Prioritizing land settlement by both central and subnational governments. Unresolved
tenure, which is especially rife in Roma settlements, impedes project implementation and
absorption of funds. While there was focus on this in the 2014-2020 programming period,
this was not sufficiently resourced and therefore did not significantly fast-track land
settlement. The Office of the Roma Plenipotentiary could bolster its capacity to drive the
national project of land settlement, improve collaboration with other stakeholders, such as the
Slovak Land Fund and the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, and use modern
cadaster management tools.

6. All municipalities with significant Roma communities and included in the Atlas need to
be eligible to participate in complex/integrated calls. It is appreciated that there are
insufficient resources to meet all needs, however, precluding some municipalities with
significant Roma communities from participating could discourage them from attempting to
address Roma inclusion. The decision to allocate resources could be made considering i) the
quality and strength of inclusion agenda as expressed in the PHSR, ii) the quality of
investment pipeline, iii) the maturity of projects (shovel-readiness); iv) the extent of need/
deprivation.

7. Enabling continuity of projects across programming periods. Some municipalities have
valid PHSRs that meet the requirements mentioned above with investment pipelines that
were not fully realized in the previous programming period. In preparing the complex call,
care should be taken to ensure that these projects can be continued with and completed. This
continuity is also necessary for soft investments that were financed in previous periods,
especially where there is demonstrable value and impact of these, such as MOPS, teaching
assistants and field social workers.

In regard to social economy, a horizontal take-away stands out — more effort is required to
strengthen the capacity of staff supporting the development of the social economy sector. While
the country has high potential in accessing funds and utilizing its human capital, social economy
as an instrument is underutilized. The legal framework in place supports establishment of social
enterprises at municipal level, which can be a direct instrument in addressing the needs of
communities — such as long-term unemployment and inclusion of marginalized groups on the
labor market. Staff shortages or dedicated units are required to support operators and coordinate
policy efforts with the National Institute for Social Economy.

The next steps will focus on the following:

Implementation support to the regions and municipalities will remain the priority. The
Bank will assist pilot municipalities in preparation of further projects aimed at integration of
MRC. At the same time, due to new external funding opportunities, update of the Local
Development Plans (PHSR) might be needed. The Bank team will maintain contact with key role
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players and provide troubleshooting support to address any emerging challenges in CuRlI pilot
municipalities.

Moreover, to support approaches and initiatives that improve participation of Roma
communities in local governance processes, in the KSK, continuous support will be dedicated
to one of the last CuRI joint municipalities — T r e b + vBherevPHSR development is ongoing.
Similarly, in Jasov, the team is working with a focus on supporting collaborative innovation and
behavioral changes to enhance sustainability of investments such as in waste management and
school truancy elimination.

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) will be high on the agenda. The World Bank is supporting
the regions by developing a M&E Framework aligned with the National Roma Integration
Strategy based on the three Atlases. The M&E Framework is intended to aid the regional
aut horities’ capacity to continuall y atiooto
municipalities and, where necessary, lobby for the requisite changes.

Peer-to-peer learning will be facilitated with other Member States and municipalities that
have made demonstrable progress in improving MRC integration. This might be supported
through TAIEX.

Figure 9: Construction of a kindergarten in Ostrovany (left picture) and an apartment
house for social housing in Varadka (right picture)

Source: The PSK, 2023.
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IMPROVING THE QUALITY AND EFFICIENCY OF
VOCATIONAL SECONDARY EDUCATION TO PROMOTE
SUCCESSFUL EMPLOYMENT FOR GRADUATES IN ALL
THREE CURI REGIONS

Activity 4: Improving the quality and efficiency of secondary education in PSK
Activity 8: Improving the quality of secondary vocational education and increasing the quality of
the learning environment (BBSK)

Activity 15: | mproving the quality -gofernijeconda

region that meets the requirements of the labor market

Why?

The CRI 4 VET was a period of tedMocal lasdistanBeaon §uality
improvement, preparation of investment proposals and consultations with relevant ministries in
coordination with MIRDI on financing of interventions proposed as joint outputs of the regions.
The activities followed up on the approved Partnership Agreement of the Slovak Republic for
2021-2027. A single operational programme — Programme Slovakia 2021-2027 — was approved
in November 2022, which establishes the basic financial framework for the financing of
investment and non-investment projects from EU funds, including in the field of vocational
education and training (VET). Programme Slovakia allows for the financing of the proposed
interventions within several measures and puts more emphasis on an integrated approach and
coordination especially at the regional level. Accordingly, the World Bank team in collaboration
with the project teams of the self-governing regions, finalized investment packages, provided
assistance for three national projects and training center concepts, and proposed financing
models in line with the requirements of MIRDI as the managing authority, and other partners
from the national level such as the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Economy and Office of the
Plenipotentiary of the Slovak Government for Roma Communities.

How?

Under the VET component, the following joint activities were implemented in all three regions:

1) A study on the maturity of secondary schools in the digitalization of education. The aim
of the study, which involved 60 regional scho
( BBSK) and Ko fgoverning Redfo8sKa)totaloe 1,560 teachers and members of
school management), was to determine the current state of readiness of secondary schools for
digital transformation and to develop recommendations for further investment activities at the
level of secondary vocational and grammar schools. The data collection included a survey of
schools supplemented with qualitative data from focus groups. A report was completed that
benchmarked the current state of digital education in secondary schools, mapped the
expectations and needs of secondary schools, perceptions of the importance of digitalization in
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the secondary education system, and formulated recommendations for accelerating the digital
transformation of education.

2) Improving the quality of vocational education and training

Within the framework of the CuRI 1V, the PSK and the BBSK regions followed up on the
activities implemented in the previous periods and focused, in addition to strengthening the
culture of quality at the pilot schools, on improving cooperation, communication and
coordination between the secondary vocational schools and employers. At the same time, in
cooperation withtheStat e I nst i tut e of Voc atantmuedatHe grdfudlu c at i o
implementation of the European Quality Assurance in Vocational Education and Training
(EQAVET) system. In the KSK region, activities focused on implementation of a quality
assurance framework, mainly through educational workshops and consultations with the
management of the pilot secondary VET schools. The World Bank team and the regional
Departments of Education in the regions ensured that the establishment of a quality system in
VET is well coordinated at both national and regional levels, together with activities focused on
measures for regional VET development strategies and identified adequate investments in VET
schools so that they are ready to implement the individual steps of introducing a sustainable
quality assurance and management system.

3) Monitoring and evaluation of the implementation of integrated investment packages

The integrated investment packages for selected pilot schools were being implemented in the
PSK and the BBSK in two groups of pilot secondary schools (five pilot schools in the first and
nine in the second group in the PSK, and eight pilot schools in the first and five in the second
group in the BBSK), whereas in the KSK, it was only in one group of pilot schools (5+3 pilot
schools), as the first step was to obtain the project documentation for the investments in the pilot
secondary VET schools.

The investment packages at school level included investments in the following areas:
a) changes in the range of study programs offered, aimed at the employability of future
graduates,
b) modernization of educational infrastructure, including facilities and equipment,
construction/reconstruction of school campuses and a quality learning environment,
c) improving the professional development and qualification structure of the teaching and
professional staff of secondary VET schools.

Following agreement with the Departments of Education concerned with the investment, the
activities at the level of the pilot secondary VET schools were complemented by national
projects which were implemented in parallel. One of the outputs of the activity is a proposal for a
recommended investment strategy for the Departments of education and the schools in the new
programming period 2021-2027. In 2023, the World Bank team also focused on developing
digital investment packages for secondary VET schools, based on the results of the VET
digitalization study."
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What?

The main activities, outputs and outcomes were defined in the Action Plans of each region
according to the specific needs of the regions and their readiness for change in the VET system.

Table 3: Overview of joint and region-specific activities within the VET component

Activity/region

PSK

BBSK

KSK

Joint activity 1: Survey
on the maturity of
secondary schools with
regard to the
digitalization of
education

Promoting digitalization
in vocational secondary
schools

Additional schools
involved in the Digital
Maturity  Survey of
Secondary Schools

Accelerating the digital
transformation of VET

Joint activity 2:
Improving the quality
of vocational education
and training

The PSK is continuing
its activities to improve
the quality of VET
through the national
project activities and in
cooperation with the
SI oV

Support for the
implementation of
Quality  Improvement
Plans in pilot secondary
VET schools II.

Support in the
development of Quality
Improvement Plans in
pilot secondary VET
schools

Joint activity 3:
Monitoring and
evaluation of the
implementation of
integrated investment
packages

Regular monitoring and

evaluation of  the
implementation of
integrated  investment
packages/projects

(1P/1P) and provision of
consultation to 14 pilot
schools

Regular monitoring and
evaluation of the IIP/IP
implementation and
provision of
consultation to 13 pilot
schools

Regular monitoring of
the preparation of the
implementation of IIP
for pilot schools and
shared infrastructure of
secondary VET schools

Specific activity 1 An action plan to | Proposal for a
improve cooperation | framework and strategy
between VET schools | for quality assurance of
and SMEs VET

Specific activity 2 A database of VET best | Creating conditions for

practice examples

inclusive education with
an emphasis on the
MRC

Source: The World Bank, 2023.

1) Activities in the PSK

In the fourth year of the CuRlI, the PSK’ ®epartment of Education focused on improving the
quality of VET in the secondary schools under its jurisdiction by promoting the employability of
secondary VET school graduates in the regional, national and cross-border labor market and their
ability to adapt to the changing labor market requirements due to new technologies. The main
focus was on the digitalization of education — digital educational content, digital infrastructure of
schools, digital infrastructure supporting networking and decision-making mechanisms at
regional level in terms of optimizing the regional network of secondary VET schools and
planning future investments.
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2) Activities in the BBSK

In the third year of the CuRlI, the BBSK continued the activities of the previous year and focused
on implementing improved quality management system based on national and international best
practices, implementation of investment activities of the first group of eight pilot VET schools
and improvement of cooperation between VET schools and SMEs. The main activity in the
Banska By-gotemingdRegiondrethefCuRI 4 phase was thechiwadr | d Ba
assistance in more effective cooperation of VET schools with SMEs and the implementation of
the planned investments in this regard. Following the recommendation of the World Bank team,
the BBSK’ Bepartment of Education was also involved in the analysis of the digital maturity of
secondary schools and identified digital investment packages at the school and BBSK’ s
Department of Education levels. The World Bank team continued to provide technical assistance
to the BBSK’ ®epartment of Education on quality assurance of VET and implementation of
investment activities in the pilot secondary VET schools under the jurisdiction of the BBSK from
the first and second group of pilot secondary vocational schools.

Figure 10: Modernized VET school infrastructure — case of VET technical school,
Hvi ezdos| avéd vho wa \Bes S s k

S
-4 Vo
't

Source: The World Bank, 2023.

3) Activities in the KSK

The specific needs of the KSK in their second year of CuRI were influenced by (i) the arrival of

a strategic investor (VOLVO) in the region and its need for future graduates of the secondary

vocational schools, (ii) the limited funding opportunities from EU Cohesion Policy funds, and

(iii) the high number of secondary vocational school pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and
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pupils from Ukraine. The main activity in the KSK inthe CuURI4p hase was t Be

technical assistance, particularly in the area of promoting digitalization and inclusion in VET. At
the same time, the KSK project team, with the World Bank’ support, continued to prepare
investments for the pilot schools and build the capacity of the Department of Education and the
project teams at the secondary vocational schools. Asare s ul t of t Is eechnittd
assistance, a draft financing model for the proposed investments in secondary VET was
developed, including using the financial resources of the Integrated Territorial Strategy and the
Just Transition Fund.

Methodology

For each region involved, a separate methodology was developed based on the best practices in
Slovakia and abroad, with the intention of maximizing the use of the provided technical
assistance with a focus on results and practical application at the regional level, which are
described in more detail in the chapters devoted to the individual regions.

The World Bank team of experts, in close cooperation with the Departments of Education of the
self-governing regions, agreed that the basic methodological unit for all activities implemented is
at sub-regions and selected sectors, thus supporting newly established and emerging local and
regional platforms and at the same time achieving complementarity and synergy with the
implemented national projects (e.g. in the PSK and the BBSK).

The approach also includes supporting the sharing of experiences and results, as well as the
implementation of joint activities for all three regions (e. g., the survey on the digital maturity of
secondary schools, joint focus groups, webinars and workshops on VET quality assurance, and
joint study visits and excursions).

The World Bank team also conducted several joint consultations in the regions and intensified
the promotion of secondary vocational education projects and CuRI results in the media.
Through marketing activities and collaboration with the media, the team worked with the three
regions to continuously communicate their results and activities to the general public. The aim
was to highlight the importance of improvements of secondary vocational education and training
and its support from the CuRI partners. All three regions were active in reporting on their
activities in the field. The outcomes of the support for the promotion of the role of secondary
VET are presented in separate annexes to this summary report.

The World Bank team, in close cooperation with the Departments of Education of the self-
governing regions, drew on international methodologies in the field of strategic planning during
the implementation of the individual activities, in accordance with the approved action plans, and
paid particular attention to the area of systematic acquisition and analysis of available qualitative
and quantitative data from different sources and at different levels, with an emphasis on
supporting evidence-based decision making on future investments and building internal
information systems of the regions.

Next steps and recommendations

Recommendations regarding the digitalization of education
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In the area of digitalization of VET, the World Bank team has recommended, as way to move
forward, to implement a project (or a group of projects) that will address the needs for secondary
education and VET providers to become more familiar with blended/hybrid learning. The aim is
to introduce blended learning into everyday practice in an efficient and accelerated timeframe.

Such supported investment package for the pilot secondary schools could include the following:
. developing a strategic plan for the effective implementation of blended learning in
secondary schools to avoid unnecessary failure from individual schools’ self-discovery;

. adapting the digital competency f r amewor k t aompetentet ferdlended e ac h e 1

learning (iNACOL);

. design, development and delivery of blended learning training for teachers and trainers at
secondary schools and the possibility of adapting it to different types of schools (needs);

. scaling up the support to other secondary schools in the catching-up regions beyond the
pilot group;

. facilitating international study visits in countries with established blended learning in the
context of secondary education and VET systems (potentially in line with the Erasmus+ offer);

. fostering cooperation and exchange of experience between teachers in the region, in the
type of school and, where appropriate, internationally;

. evaluation and self-assessment of schools and teachers/trainers to continuously improve
t e a c dorapetences;

. communication with key stakeholders, target groups and the general public (information
materials, public events, etc.) to explain the benefits of such innovations and to promote a
cultural change that will lead to their adoption.

General recommendations

. The management of secondary vocational schools, with the support of the Education
Departments of the self-governing regions, must focus on a systematic approach to the gathering
and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data and use it in the matching of supply and demand
for technical skills on the labour market.

. Based on the experience and outputs of the national projects and the technical assistance
provided, secondary vocational schools and the Departments of Education need to look for ways
to identify the future needs of employers and to adapt the education and teaching methods to
meet the requirements for specific technical skills needed for specific jobs and for new
requirements, such as digital skills.

. Secondary vocational schools should respond to the new opportunities brought about by
digitalisation in education by creating and using digital content, changing teaching methods and
strengthening the digital competences of both teaching and professional staff and pupils.

. Active promotion of dual education and other forms of practical training as an important
component of vocational education and training in all sectors has been shown to improve the
quality of vocational education and training in terms of the employability of secondary
vocational school graduates.

. The mismatch between the supply of graduates of secondary vocational schools and the
requirements of the labour market is still evident, especially for specific skills needed for specific
jobs. However, in selected sectors this mismatch is diminishing thanks to intensive investment in
selected pilot VET schools and the sharing of experience between schools and employers, as
well as the promotion of new shared infrastructure between schools and employers.
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. High quality quantitative and qualitative data on the regional VET system must be the
starting point for all proposed solutions, future investments and interventions, and this must also
be available to all relevant actors in the territory.

. Multi-level cooperation is a prerequisite for the successful transformation and adaptation
of the regional VET system in the territory.
. Local and regional platforms are a key venue for matching the supply and demand of

skills for secondary vocational school graduates, provide a space for cross-sectoral and territorial
dialogue between actors, and make a significant contribution to improving the quality of VET.

. It is essential that the area of vocational education and training development becomes an
integral part of strategic development documents at national and regional levels, including
Integrated Territorial Strategies, and that continuous financial support for secondary vocational
schools from EU funds is made possible. A suitable methodology is a prerequisite for
sustainability.
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CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT FOR ENHANCED R&D
COLLABORATION BETWEEN RESEARCH AND INDUSTRY
IN THE BBSK AND THE KSK BY SUPPORTING THE
CREATION OF REGIONAL INNOVATION ENTITIES AND
ENABLING COMMERCIAL USE OF R&D INFRASTRUCTURE

Activity 7: Building an innovative ecosystem in BBSK, linking industry with R&D organizations
Activity 11: Creating an environment for technology transfer and greater R&D collaboration
between research and industry (KSK)

Why?

In 2020-2022 of the CuRI R&D component, work was focused on analyzing and supporting the
development of the KSK and the BBSK’ &nowledge-transfer ecosystems maturity and the team
was working with a broad range of regional stakeholders. The World Bank team assessed (i)
functioning of the national innovation support system (light assessment) ii) potential of regional
knowledge transfer ecosystem stakeholders (ii) areas requiring urgent support, (iii) the regulatory
framework for the technology transfer by Slovak research organizations, (iv) the framework for
the commercial use of R&D infrastructure, (v) bottlenecks slowing down the development of the
knowledge-transfer ecosystem. The focus of this work was on knowledge transfer from science
to business and on building an economy based on innovations resulting from R&D work. Much
attention was also paid to the development of human potential, necessary to build a high-margin
economy.

The most important conclusion was that both regions have the potential for growth through
innovation, however, it is not fully exploited and the efforts undertaken by various entities and
organizations are fragmented, mainly due to:

e Low level of trust between stakeholders (e.g. universities, companies and administration).

e Insufficient effective actions to stop the outflow of talents from the region (brain drain)
and to attract talents to the region.

Low level of coordination of activities between stakeholders.

Lack of data, which would enablet he | mp |l e me nt &dsed management’.
Limited coordination of central and local support programs.

Ambiguously defined rules for the commercial use of research infrastructure and
intellectual property.

As a result, both regions decided to establish their Regional Innovation Centers (RICs), whose
aim is to strengthen their innovation ecosystem through enhanced coordination and targeted
activities.

Thus, CuRI 4 work focused on RICs, in particular on creating a model for their functioning. This
included the following aspects:
e RICs’” vision of an overaldl objective
e Goals and areas of RICs’ activities
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e tasks to be performed
e scope of responsibility and roles to be assumed by RICs,
e indicators for assessing the performance and effectiveness of RICs,
e RIC"s | egal model ,
e RI C’ s oonapysaucturez a t i
e RIC"s financing structure (with particular
e RIC'"s budget structure,
e RIC"s devel opment scenari os.
How?

Just in time support. The World Bank team supported the BBSK and KSK teams by providing
continuous technical support for their ongoing activities regarding the design and
operationalization of RICs as well as communication with the national level. This took place via
online meetings as well as in-situ meetings and workshops. The World Bank team also
participated in a number of events organized by regions where it delivered technical content and
took part in discussions with stakeholders.

Distilling generalized lessons and disseminating knowledge. Based on the results of work with
individual regions, the World Bank team conducted analyses aimed at generalizing the
developed concepts and solutions in such a way that they could be reused by other regions. Part
of that work was organization of or participation in country workshops promoting the release of
research infrastructure for commercial use or common regional approach to the structure of the
call for the measure 1.1.1 of the Programme Slovakia 2021-2027.

Liaising with central authorities. While working with the Slovak regions, the team provided
support in verifying and promoting ideas developed and agreed at the regional level with the
national level, in particular with representatives of ministries and national agencies.

Proposing frameworks and methodologies. The team provided the regions with ready-to-use
framework (log-frame) to structure the vision and goals for their respective RICs, in particular
inputs, outputs, outcomes and indicators. Subsequently, the team guided the regional teams
through the process of its preparation. The result of this work is presented in the report and can
also be used by other regions.

Proposing ready-to-use solutions. Based on the regional needs and vision regarding the
pl anned scope o fteanRéviened andahared with ithe BB8Ksand KEkhteams
support programs implemented in other EU countries. The examples included in the report can
constitute a simple and quick-to-implement base of ready-to-use tools.

Organizing meetings with external experts. The World Bank team also provided the regions
with opportunities to discuss and verify thei
with external experts and actors, e.g., Business Angels, Accelerators, VCs.
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What?

1. Both RICs are ready or about to be ready to submit their project applications for the
measure 1.1.1 call. They seem to be ahead of the remaining Slovak regions in terms of
their readiness to absorb the 1.1.1. allocation . The activities envisaged in draft
applicationintermso f Rl Cs’ scope of action (i .e. f o
recommendations of CuRl 4 R&D component.
2. Both RICs are currently operating based on regional funds. They have different legal,
institutional and financial structures, but aim at stimulating and coordinating regional
i nnovation ecosystems. Since t hetheBBSKel of
and the KSK, as does the size of the teams involved, their activities are also distinct:
a. The BBSK organized their RIC as part of the Regional Development Agency
(RDA) and financing comes from there. The RIC is based on a relatively small
team and is focused on (i) networking within the region (e.g., meetups), (ii)
net working outside t hMoraviae pnovation Cenger, g . B
study visits), (iii) talent retention (e.g., Innolabs), (iv) supporting companies.
b. The KSK organized their RIC as a separate legal entity financed by the region and

member fees. The RIC's team also start
Horizon Europe Innovation Valleys, Interreg projects,). The KSK' &IC focuses

on (i) talent retention (e.g., analysis
retention, founder s’ chall enge, curricu

up incubation and acceleration (e.g., start-up campus), (iii) networking within the
region (e.g., InnovEast conference, meetups), (iv) involving top regional
companies in the decision-making process (Kraj30), (v) data gathering and
publishing about the innovation ecosystem in the region.

3. The proposed four pillars were adopted by both regions and this generalized framework
can be used by other Slovak regions to design activities for strengthening their regional
innovation ecosystems.

4. Regions are equipped with ready-to-use knowledge about innovation support programs
from other countries, which they could adapt to their context and needs.

5. The call for the measure 1.1.1. is finalized and about to be published and the Slovak
regions will be able to access financing to implement their ideas for reinforcing their
regional innovation systems. From the most recent available information, the 1.1.1. will
allow regions to deliver a number of innovation support instruments, bar individual
company support and R&D infrastructure purchased through a flexibly defined inter-
sectoral innovation partnership (I1Ps). Individual business support is to be delivered by
dedicated national programs and could be complemented by non-duplicative measures
financed from regional resources, while the R&D infrastructure financing is in the remit
of the Ministry of Education.
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Lesson learned and next steps

Lessons learned

1. Findings from the CuRI seem scalable to other Slovak regions and could be generalized
into a broader innovation development framework. These include R&D infrastructure
rel ease model , f o uties, inpovatioh @ouclser, ahdolmnolabbg. Ths ’ acti
CuRlI team considers such a general framework an important result of the Initiative, while
scaling-up efforts depend on the regional and national authorities.
2. At the initial stage of the innovation ecosystem formation, regions achieve the best results
when they apply a sequential approach made of four steps (i) identify challenges and
goals, (ii) design solutions, (iii) test (implement and monitor), (iv) fine-tune and scale up.
This approach, which the BBSK and the KSK have successfully implemented in their
hitherto innovation support activities, allows regions to act agilely with limited upfront
investment and a potentially low level of sunk costs. This approach encourages
experimenting and rapid prototyping, while at the same time containing the risk of
failure.
3. Promising results are achieved through communication and collaboration of the regional
and national stakeholders. Combining the national technical and financial capacities with
ther egi ons’ close relations with | ocal st ak
context help build on competitive advantages of both levels and design and implement
innovation support instruments that are appreciated by the beneficiaries. The CuRl
established such a communication and collaboration platform, to a large degree, thanks to
the engagement of external ‘diBanka k the RRD |, i . e.
component, both government levels admit benefits of such collaboration and it is
expected this result will last beyond the CuRI scope. The Association of Self-governing
Regions (SK8) could constitute an opportunity for such a dialogue.
4. The process of developing the measure 1.1.1. was a dynamic one and took significant
time, which delayed the r e gi on s’ access to EU financin
between the national and regional levels and a more expedient decision-making process
would have provided the regions with more time to develop their innovation ecosystems
at a greater scale than they have achieved with their own funds.

Next steps

1. A formal announcement of the call for the measure 1.1.1 was planned in December
2023, but the call has not been open yet". The regions have prepared their applications,
but for now they are relatively general in nature, since details of the call for applications
are not k n own . s work fer thanexnyeao \fill b€ta fRpport the KS K’ s
RIC in utilizing these funds.
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2. The KSK plans to attract and retain talent. As part of related activities, the KSK’ &IC
intends to invest in the development of a start-up-friendly ecosystem. In particular, the
KSK is willing to obtain support in the area of designing incubation and acceleration
programs.

3. Through the measure 1.1.1. the Slovak Republic is testing a transfer of significant funds
(some EUR 80 million at the national scale) directly to the regions to support their
innovation policies. This is in line with the CuRI recommendations. To ensure a success
of this new approach aimed at partial decentralization, it is advised that i) the national-
regional collaboration is further reinforced, and ii) a robust monitoring and evaluation
mechanism is put in place to keep track of the process and its results to allow its fine-
tuning and potential scaling up.
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SUPPORT TO DEVELOP BASIC ENVIRONMENTAL
INFRASTRUCTURE IN THE SNINA DISTRICT (PSK)

Activity 2: Basic environmental infrastructure in the Snina district (PSK)

Why?

This component builds on the activities of the CuRI 1-3 phase — building basic environmental
infrastructure based on the results of a revised Feasibility Study (FS) from 2020. The purpose is
to provide 28 municipalities in the Snina district, which lack basic environmental infrastructure,
with optimal alternative technical solutions for drinking water supply source development,
treatment, and distribution, as well as wastewater collection, treatment, and disposal.

The affected area includesfour v al |l eys of the Snina district:
vall ey, Uli ¢ska valley and Zbojska valley. Dr
be delivered for 24 municipalities, with a population of approximately 5 thousand inhabitants,

and wastewater infrastructure and services for 28 municipalities, with a population of almost 7

thousand inhabitants living in remote areas and mainly in small municipalities.

The output of the activities is an elaboration of a technical proposal set of engineering designs

(project documentation) of decentralized solutions of these activities with regard to public water
infrastructure legislation, the existing state of the region (size and demography of municipalities,

Nati onal Park Poloniny, Protective Landscape
protected areas of NATURA 2000) and the state of existing water and wastewater infrastructure.

The World Bank provided its advice on project design documentation. Funding for the
engineering designs is provided by the PSK, with the co-financing from the EU funds after
meeting the requirements set under IROP. Elaborated designs will be handed over to the
municipalities so that they can apply for EU funds for the construction of water supply and
sewerage systems.

How?

The World Bank supported the PSK and the 28 selected municipalities by providing technical
inputs into the proposed plan to develop water and wastewater infrastructure in the Snina district.
In particular, the World Bank reviewed and provided technical inputs and comments on the
documents (technical and engineering studies, procurement ToRs, etc.) prepared by the PSK and
its consultants, especially on:

e The initial attempt by the PSK to produce a Feasibility Study for the proposed investment
finalized in 2020. The viability of drilling and developing boreholes for individual
municipalities — or a cluster of municipalities in the same valley — was assessed by the
World Bank experts at the time as a promising set of alternatives which were not adequately
addressed in the FS. Decentralized municipality-based wastewater collection and treatment
systems such as communal septic tanks for groups of houses with the effluents disposed of
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into engineered soils absorption fields or constructed wetlands for the entire community
were also not adequately investigated in the FS.

At the urgingoftheEC/World Bank, the PSK engaged the Tec
to investigate the potential of groundwater resources for the water supplies in Snina District.

On November 30, 2020, a very comprehensive two-volume report was issued by the

University entitled Groundwater Use Study for Drinking Purposes in Snina District. The

report which was authored by several well-respected hydrogeologists at the Technical

University, indicated that there was a high probability of finding groundwater for most (if

not all) of the municipalities if the drilling was to go down to 100 meters or more. The

World Bank team advised to drill even deeper, to 200-300 meters deep.

The PSK decided to utilize their own budget resources (and EU Funds managed by the
MIRDI/IROP — at later stages) to undertake exploratory drilling in Snina District to assess

the potential for the development of groundwater to serve the water supply source needs of

Snina District. They commenced their drilling program in the Zbojs k\4alley in 2021. The
firstborehole drilled in Ulicdskeé KriTheWoddt opped
Bank reviews the preliminary and final results of drilling in all four Snina district valleys,

and recommends PSK the next steps. For example, another technical guidance point which

was provided by the EC / World Bank technical assistance team was to locate the boreholes

—if possible —at the higher elevations of the municipalities to reduce pumping costs.

From 2021 to end of CuRI phase 4 (December 2023), the PSK was continuing its drilling
progr am idue to‘ths followirtg $attors: (i) the PSK budget constraints, (ii) the
cumbersome and time-consuming nature of the Slovak procurement regulations, and (iii) the
far-reaching impacts of COVID-19 in 2020-2022.

In February 2022 a virtual set of meetings were conducted with each of the Snina District
WS&WW Project 28 participating municipalities. These meetings were conducted between
February 8 — 16, 2022. A report was issued in late February 2022 summarizing the discussed
technical and land-ownership issues covered during these meetings. Between June 6 — 15,
2022, site visits were made by the PSK, EC, and World Bank teams to all 28 municipalities.
A very comprehensive 195-page final report (supplementing the February report) was issued
on June 28, 2022 in English and in July the Slovak language version was issued. The
technical and land ownership issues were updated from their status as reported in the
February report.

During 2022 a comprehensive set of terms of reference for a Detailed Engineering Design
(DED) consultancy was drafted by the EC / World Bank and exchanged with the PSK back
and forth for over six months with a final version agreed upon shortly before the June 2022
EC / World Bank team visit. They were finally agreed upon during the June visits. It was
envisaged that with these ToR as a basis for the procurement of a highly qualified
engineering firm, the engineering DED could have proceeded by the end of 2022. However,
only two firms submitted proposals and neither of these were evaluated by the PSK
Procurement Department as having sufficient technical expertise to undertake the
assignment. This left the project in a difficult position to meet previously agreed upon
deadlines which impacted how EC co-financing resources could be accessed.

During the June 6 — 7, 2023 Steering Committee Meeting, it was announced by PSK that
they had decided for various reasons to terminate all further CuRI work on the Snina
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WS&WW Project after the current December 31, 2023 commitment term. Both the EC and
the World Bank expressed their regret after four years of substantial progress on helping to
change the paradigm for the delivery of water supply and wastewater infrastructure and
services from a centralized utility model to a decentralized model for municipalities which
are disbursed geographically with low populations. Since January 1, 2024, PSK is
continuing in the investment preparation on its own, in cooperation with 28 concerned
municipalities in Snina district.

e At the end of 2023, PSK launched a public procurement for the development of
comprehensive project documentation — detailed engineering design (DED) and provision of
engineering services for the Zbojs kvaal | ey ( Zboj , Uli cskeée Krivé,
involve the independent use of water sources, drinking water supply systems, wastewater
collection, disposal and treatment at the municipal level.

What?

A major achievement was the acceptance of the PSK to review and include ground water as a
source of supply for the Snina municipalities. Previously, the claim was that no such sources
exist. At the end of December 2023, drinking water sources in the form of a borehole or
spring were verified and confirmed in 17 municipalities of the Snina district out of a total
of 24 municipalities. A total of 29 hydrogeological tasks were carried out as part of the pre-
project preparation in order to establish or verify sources of drinking water. The first stage of
hydrogeological exploratory work was carried out in 19 municipalities, and a groundwater
source was confirmed in 13 municipalities. On the basis of the results of the first phase of
exploratory work, the Office of the PSK proceeded to the implementation of the second stage,
which was carried out in ten municipalities (in some of them repeatedly) and the source of
groundwater was confirmed in another four municipalities.

Another achievement, which is not yet secured, is the development of alternative forms of
wastewater treatment. The original proposals were to install long lengths of piping and pumping
stations to convey the relatively small amounts of wastewater to centralized wastewater
treatment plants. The second set of proposals was to construct many small conventional activated
sludge wastewater treatment plants. Both sets of proposals were unsustainable. The eventual
adopted decision was to construct more sustainable constructed wetlands wastewater treatment
plants in each of the municipalities.

On 25 January 2022, an informative meeting on the operation, management and maintenance of
wastewater treatment plants was held at the PSK Office with the participation World Bank
representatives and the mayors of the Snina district municipalities involved in the project. During

the meeting, which focused on good practice examples and was a follow-up to the October 2022
meeting in Ubl a, the mayors were introduced
types of WWTPs, and experience with the construction and operation of water supply and

sewerage systems.

The World Bank in cooperation with PSK and EC also organized a one-day workshop, bringing
in all 28 municipalities to Snina, on Friday, December 1, 2023 and discussed the possible
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formation of a Users’ Armsusiapelitiea tb streamlineche %M |1 s e d
costs of the water supply and wastewater systems. The World Bank experts presented case

studies of decentralised wastewater treatment plants (focused on Czech Republic) and legal

anal ysis results of possible establishment of

Figure 11: Successful borehole drilling activities

Source: The PSK, 2023.

Lesson learned and next steps

The unsuccessful attempt of developing a feasibility study of professional quality very
negatively impacted the overall substance and timeline of the project investment. It is
estimated that between one and t wo y e ar becausefof thisifaileel wa s
attempt. When consultant services are procured with a limited budget and the consultant
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selection process is based primarily on cost, not quality, the risks are very high that the
effort will not produce the desired end results of a quality output.

Also learned from the unsuccessful attempt of developing a feasibility study of
professional quality is that if the terms of reference for such a study are not well
developed and adhered to in the procurement process and execution of the consultancy
contract, the chances of success are limited.

For a technically demanding and innovative project design such as this one was — because
it had to change the standard ways of doing business for water supply and wastewater
services to small municipalities — the PSK needed to recruit and appoint a professionally
qualified manager of the process. It took until Year 3 of this project until that was
realized and acted upon. Once the current professional PSK head of project management
was recruited, the EC / World Bank found working with the project management team
much more effective and more efficient.

Given that this project design and implementation is to act as a possible model for the
future of other possible EC co-financed investments in other similar situations in
Slovakia, ideally following a well-developed feasibility study, the Detailed Engineering
Design consultancy would be better structured to incorporate reimbursable costs elements
which would allow for the DED consultancy to execute the exploratory drilling rather
than having the region or district undertaking this aspect of the designs.

In order to develop and implement such a "different" project as this one, it overall
requires extended coordination between national authorities (mainly the Ministry of
Environment and MIRDI) and PSK. It is estimated that an investment of approximately
EUR 30-35 million would be required to implement the full scope of water supply and
wastewater investments in the Snina District. Even had the DED consultancy process
been successful and a project design ready to go in 2023, there is currently insufficient
available allocation of funds in the Program Slovakia 2021-2027, therefore multi-source
financing will be required to implement the project. If this project is to act as a model,
this lack of coordination and financing needs to be better thought out and addressed.

The PSK plans to carry out an additional stage of hydrogeological exploration works

(boreholes drilling — an exploratory survey) in two municipalities: Rus ka Vol ova &
S mi g olwfeveemunicipalities, the PSK is considering the use of alternative sources of
drinking water in the form of surface str
Ladomir ov) or springsi(®uykgsPotbé&r &adbtdemnat.i

The EC / World Bank teams firmly believe that the current setup within the PSK is
professionally competent and dedicated to bringing this important investment to a stage
of implementation. The PSK should continue to support and supplement the PSK project
management rtstae aanredsice teeir commitment after the end of the CuRlI
involvement in December 2023.

The PSK needs to continue a dialog with MIRDI and the Ministry of Environment on
how to finance this investment from the EU, national and PSK resources. The 28
municipalities are too small to finance such a large investment on their own.
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Source: The PSK, 2023.
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TECHNICAL SUPPORT TO THE POLONINY TRAIL
CONSTRUCTIONINTHEPRE SOV REGI ON

Activity 3: Poloniny Trail (PSK)

Why?

The PSK and the World Bank team continued their productive collaboration for
leveraging tourism potential in the Snina district to boost local economic development in
the municipality and towns in proximity of Poloniny National Park.

The project management team at the PSK and their technical staff at SUC PSK (Roads
Management Company of the PSK) worked well hand-in-hand to finalize public
procurement for the selected section of the Poloniny Trail and commence construction
activities during this reporting period. The World Bank team provided additional value-
added support through technical assistance, as described below, which was instrumental
to ensuring timely delivery of activities, as well as ensuring that the process was
consultative and all-inclusive.

Furthermore, the World Bank and PSK teams continued working together to further
enhance the technical capacity and expertise of the PSK team in the tourism-related
sectors. This included on-the-job training opportunities, training programs, and the
TAIEX-financed study tour to Austria.

How?

The World Bank and PSK teams collaborated closely to finalize the preparation of the
selected sections of the Poloniny Trail (PT) project to ensure their timely start of
implementation within the 2014-2020 programming period. Furthermore, the World
Bank team reviewed and provided technical inputs and comments on selected documents
prepared by the PSK, including: (i) relevant technical and engineering studies produced
by the PSK’'s designer consultants; and
to managing authorities for the ENI project).

The World Bank also helped the PSK further facilitate the process and outcomes of the
SK CuRI year 2 i mplementation related
SMEs (allocation of EUR 7.5 million). Due to the extended processing, coupled with the
changing geopolitical situation in the region and rapidly climbing inflation resulting in
increased prices for construction materials and services, the local communities expressed
their concerns about their applications being processed but not yet approved. The PSK
team facilitated a much-needed dialogue between the parties to resolve the situation. As a
result, 30 applications aimed at enhancing the development of the tourism sector have
been approved, and the activities have been implemented by the local communities.

The World Bank supported the PSK authorities with the preparation and participation in
public consultations with the representatives of local communities, discussing technical,
environmental, and social implications, as well as technical details of the Poloniny Trail
project.
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What?

Stage 1 construction works:

o This reporting period marked the beginning of the construction of an 8-kilometer-
long Starina-Ru s k é s e c t iCoirreai Tine handoeer césetnanyk of the
construction site to the contractor took place on March 20, 2023, with the
participation of representatives from PSK, the European Commission, MIRDI, the
World Bank, and local municipalities. The works were completed by the end of
2023.

o InJuly 2023, the construction site of a 3.5-kilometer-long section connecting UliC
with Uli¢ s k é wWas inawgdrated. The works were completed by the end of
2023.

o The Porta Rusica 2 section, connecting the PT with the Polish border and financed
from ENI, was completed in summer 2023.

The preparation of Stage 2 investments is ongoing. Considering the complexity of
sections, many of which go through the National Park, the provision of the design
document is at different stages. The preparation of these investments is expected to take
longer, as securing permits and addressing the land ownership challenges will be a time-
consuming process.

SUC PSK prepared a set of universal designs for small infrastructure (rest stops, lookout
towers, shelters, etc.) that can be used for various localities (urban and rural). The World
Bank team reviewed the designs and acknowledged their high quality and comprehensive
style. The designs will help have them construction-ready to proceed with
implementation once the design preparation of the trail sections is completed.

This phase of CuRIl marked the beginning of the preparation of the Poloniny Trail
website. The resource will be available in multiple languages to inform potential visitors
about the routes and services available at their disposal. It will also serve as a trip
planning tool for the visitors.

The PSK also substantially advanced with PR activities to further promote the PT. This
included the development of branding and marketing tools such as a new logo, a
Facebook page, different flyers, and an online questionnaire to solicit input about visitor
satisfaction while visiting the Poloniny area. During the reporting period, PSK has
finalized the preparation of a website dedicated to the Poloniny Trail:
https://poloninytrail.sk/. This multi-lingual page offers information about the project,
overviews the cycling/hiking trails that the visitors can explore, provides a section on the
news and events that the locals and tourists can join.

In June 2023, a highly successful TAIEX-financed study tour in Austria was organized
for three representatives of the PSK. The officials visited and learned from various levels
of tourism stakeholders in Austria, including regional and local DMOs, national park
administrations, and various service providers.
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Finally, the PSK team participated in a number of international events, including the
Green Initiative with Spanish counterparts, ENI capacity-building activities with
Ukrainian counterparts, and others.

Lesson learned and next steps

The Snina part of the Poloniny Trail was planned to be constructed as part of Stage 1.
However, due to land ownership issues and complicated negotiations with the Forestry
Owners Cooperative (Urbariat), the new city management decided to amend the
alignment. This resulted in a new need to map the trail, identify the landownership status
and proceed with the preparation of the paperwork to proceed with zoning. This example
served as a good lesson for the similar exercise in the RoZz &va district of the KSK to
avoid delays.

Now that the new programming period for 2021-2027 has started, the PSK team has to
ensure that all remaining designing packages for Stage 2 activities are prepared per the
agreed timeline and the companies are mobilized for the construction works.

Figure 13: Pictures from the Poloniny Trail construction works in Stak¢ i and Uli ¢

Source: The PSK, 2023.
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TECHNICAL SUPPORT TO THE GEMER TRAIL
PREPARATIONINTHEKOS| CE REGI ON

Activity 12: Sustainable tourism (KSK)

Why?

This was the first year for the KSK and the World Bank team to start their collaboration
for the development of the Upper Gemer Area. This productive partnership in leveraging
tourism potential in the RoZ #&va district gave a boost to local economic development
through the support shown to the tourism sector.

To help the KSK team with the analysis of how the tourism sector performed in the
Upper Gemer, the World Bank mobilized a team of consultants to work with the KSK
project team and prepare an analytical study.

Following the findings of the study, which showed that connectivity is one of the major
bottlenecks for tourism development in the Upper Gemer area, the World Bank experts
and technical staff of KSK worked together to map the cycling trail that would help
connect key tourism attractions with the city of Roz @va and the Hungarian border.
Furthermore, the World Bank team found it important to help the KSK team with
sustained capacity building through on-the-job training opportunities and various
capacity building activities for the core team and various stakeholders involved in the
component implementation.

Finally, as tourism is a sector bringing together various stakeholders, the component
helped fill the gap of collaboration between the key tourism actors in the region. For this
purpose, a set of meetings were organized with the participation of the KSK leadership,
the World Bank experts, and other relevant speakers.

How?

In their first year of collaboration, the KSK project team and the World Bank experts
worked together to prepare a situational analysis report for the Upper Gemer Region.
This report helped identify key bottlenecks hindering tourism development in the
Roz dva district. The report preparation was a participatory process where the World
Bank supported the KSK team to organize consultative meetings with the participation of
key regional and local stakeholders. The findings of these consultations informed the
final recommendations provided in the report.

Following the completion of the analytical work to better understand the reality in the
field and identify connectivity as one of the factors preventing tourism development, the
second report was drafted by the technical experts from both teams. For this purpose,
several field trips and consultative meetings were held. The lessons learned from the
Poloniny Trail project were applied here.
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To promote a dialogue between the tourism stakeholders in the Roz &va district, several
rounds of consultations with the participation of key tourism actors were organized.
These meetings helped promote dialogue and bring parties together for improved product
development and offer.

For sustainable capacity building of the tourism sector representatives and the KSK team,
a week-long training program was prepared by the World Bank. Leading European
tourism experts were invited to facilitate the sessions. Relevant examples from Denmark,
Italy, Austria, and other developed European markets were discussed.

What?

Situational Analysis Report. As noted above, two teams of experts, with the
participation of the local communities and tourism actors, worked together to identify
systemic issues that prevent the development of the tourism sector in the area. The
identified challenges that negatively affect the tourism sector in the Upper Gemer Region
were grouped into the following categories: (1) Limited mobility, isolated sites, and no
public transit options; (2) Fragmented cycling network to promote alternative
connectivity measures; (3) Limited services available to visitors; (4) Shortage of qualified
workforce and lack of training opportunities at the local level; and (5) Low level of
networking linked to lack of interest and not sufficient involvement of local stakeholders
in destination management and marketing activities. In consultations with the local
communities and the regional and city administrations, the promotion of cycling tourism
was considered a priority.

Gemer Trail: Taking It Forward. Building on the lessons learned from the Poloniny
Trail project, a group of technical experts from both teams started to map the Gemer
Trail, which would allow for connecting the city of RoZ #&va, as the regional tourism hub,
with key tourism attractions around. The first 60-kilometer-long trail was given priority
for development in the first stage. The findings and technical parameters of this cycling
trail are covered in detail in the report. To ensure that the feedback from the local
community and key stakeholders was accounted for before finalizing the report, a round
of consultative meetings was conducted. The World Bank experts supported the KSK
team with consultations and ensured that all their concerns and feedback were duly
addressed in the report.

Furthermore, to help the KSK staff with capacity building, a highly successful TAIEX-
financed study tour in Austria was organized for two representatives of KSK in June
2023. The officials visited and learned from various levels of tourism stakeholders in
Austria, including regional and local DMOs, national park administrations, and various
service providers. This was in addition to other on-the-job training opportunities that
were offered to the team during the preparation of the above-cited reports.
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Figure 14: The Gemer Trail and tourist sites
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Lesson learned and next steps

The lessons learned from the Poloniny Trail were very useful to reduce the risks
associated with property ownership complications going forward, resulting in extensive
land resettlement processes and delaying the provision of required zoning decisions,
permits, and the start of construction works. For this purpose, the alignment chosen for
the Gemer Trail was reduced to the minimum land resettlement needs, as most of the trail
is proposed to be aligned on municipal land, where possible.

Now that the new programming period for 2021-2027 has started and the key technical
parameters with the required interventions and the delivery of infrastructure to secure the
Gemer Trail, the KSK team has to put together a team of professionals to take the
planning process forward. Furthermore, in parallel, they should start negotiations with the
funding authorities to secure finances for the construction works.

As infrastructure delivery will not be sufficient for tourism development in the Gemer
area, a set of soft measures, including capacity-building activities, shall be prepared and
implemented in parallel with the trail construction works. Promising examples and
practices can be borrowed from the neighboring PSK team, and the World Bank’ s
expertise shall also be utilized.

Figurel5:Pr oposed Rest Area in Brzotin

Source: The KSK, 2023.
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IMPROVEMENT OF AVAILABILITY AND EFFECTIVITY OF
HEALTH CARE PROVISION IN THE BANSKA BYSTRI C,
REGION

Activity 5: Improvement of availability and effectivity of health care provision in the BBSK

Why?

Health workers play a crucial role in the health system to ensure everyone has access to
comprehensive health services that are appropriate, timely, and of high quality. Despite the
growing need for health care due to aging societies, Slovakia — like many other EU countries —
faces human resources shortages owing to migration, aging health workforce, and expected
retirement, a megion B aoexsekti@n. T®days the BBSK &as the second lowest
gross domestic product per capita nationally, the third highest rate of unemployment, and the
second lowest wages. It has one of the fastest aging populations with a rapid outmigration of
young people in childrearing age for better work prospects, which leaves aging people behind
with increased health and social care needs. The older population (aged over 65) is projected to
increase by 25 percent in 2035.

Due to the classification of the BBSK as a lagging region and its challenges with both an aging
society and decreasing human resources for health (HRH), the World Bank was asked to provide
technical support and conduct a baseline assessment of the availability of medical personnel
resources in the region.

How & What?

The overall work of the HSS component in the BBSK can be broken down into two key parts:
(1) quantitative analysis based on collected data and (2) extensive discussions with
representatives of BBSK municipalities and government to present data and develop common
solutions.

The conducted analysis collected and triangulated human resources data from multiple sources,

including nati onal and regi onal dat aurad r om t
Slovenskej re pub |l i ky, CSO0O) ; t he Ministr yaSlhvenskdgie al t h
republ i ky, Mo H) ; the National Heal th I nfor mat
informacii, NCzZIl),; the Chamber of Medical Doc

t he BBSK. To additional | y ondndthetincehtiyes to dnaeticch e al t h
the medical profession, more than 700 health professionals filled out a WB questionnaire

distributed in Slovakia. Five main areas of interest were assessed: work motivation; work

satisfaction; health and well-being; work organization; and cultural setting (work and life

balance).

The analyses carried out allow to draw conclusions that the BBSK suffers from critical shortages
of human resources in health care. In 2021, the density of all doctors and ambulatory doctors was
lower than the national average by 16 and 17 percent, respectively. Similarly, the density of all
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nurses and ambulatory nurses was lower than the national average, by nine and eight percent,
respectively.

An aging health workforce affects the BBSK more than other regions of Slovakia with more than
30 percent of ambulatory care doctors aged over 65 years in 2021. The number of young doctors
(aged between 25 and 39 years) has increased only by 2.2 percent since 2016. Despite the BBSK
having one of the highest shares of foreign doctors from third countries per population,
specifically for ambulatory care, it has the lowest share, at only 0.32 per 100,000 people.

The number of General Practitioner (GP) visits is lower in the BBSK than in Slovakia, on
average 6.1 versus 6.6 annually, and people aged over 65 have the highest number of average GP
visits at 10.1 in the BBSK (and 10.4 in Slovakia). In the BBSK, however, more health services
are delivered by a GP to a patient (7.9 in 2019) than in Slovakia (7.4 in the same year).

Positive trends in the number of doctors and nurses entering the health system are encouraging,

but major differences remain across BBSK districts. The number of ambulatory care doctors per

100,000 people ranges from 42 (Detva) upto 181/10 0, 000 peopl e (Ban-ské& By
to-doctor ratio in primary care in all BBSK districts is below the average of three nurses to every

doctor in OECD countries.

Despite future educated GPs and paediatricians, there will still be a shortage of health workers in
all BBSK districts by 2035. International standards suggest that a primary health care facility
should employ one GP, two nurses, and one administrator for 2,400 patients. However, based on
the MoH minimum network of general ambulatory care providers, all BBSK districts suffer from
GP shortages (see Figure below).

Figure 16: Difference between required GP providers (MOH 2022), actual GPs (2022), and
estimated GP providers
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The image and perceived attractiveness of health workers’ profession is a recognized global
issue that affects Slovakia and many other countries in Europe. For 90 percent of survey
respondents, the appreciation of patients and the community, as well as being a health worker as
part ® fdentity,nae 'major job motivators. A healthy financial situation is often a
motivating extrinsic factor for health workers (91 percent).

The capacity to work independently, job security, and the opportunity to use one’s skills on the
job are the primary factors that contribute to job satisfaction. Nurses are the least satisfied of the
groups studied. More than one out of every five nurses work alone, that is, without a work team.
However, direct supervision is lacking across all the health professions.

Importantly, almost 30 percent of respondents reported some type of physical condition because
of work activities in the previous twelve months. Almost one fifth of survey respondents
reported experiencing work-related stress in the previous six months.

The gener al opi ni on t ogoarwvdth noost eeSpandents (ogerdi z at i o
percent) satisfied with the standard of care provided at the workplace. Less than 10 percent of

health employees are considering quitting the organization they work for. Better pay prospects

and opportunity for professional development are among the main reasons for quitting the

current job.

Just over half of respondents are content with their work-life balance. The most important factors
for a good work-life balance are access to innovations at work, improved access to public
services, increased general pay, and administrative task reduction. The most often reported
difficulties among GPs are access to innovative ways of working and administrative burden
reduction.
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Figure 17: Which of the below-mentioned incentives would you be interested in, in a
relation to a better work-life balance and your health and well-being at work, if any?
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Source: WB survey results, 2023

Challenges and Next Steps

The main identified challenges of the health workforce in the BBSK are the relatively low
number of GPs and nurses; the older age of health professionals and expected retirement;
migration; unequal geographical distribution across districts; modest increase over time in the
number of young doctors; and a general lack of interest from GPs in setting up their practice in
the region, particularly in less attractive districts (i.e., Detva). Factors that give GPs and nurses
job satisfaction in their practice revolve around their own needs. These include the freedom to
choose their working environment and to organize their practice to suit themselves, access to
innovations, professional education to be able to develop specific skills and strengthen doctor-
patient relationships.
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The proposed recommendations for the BBSK are a combination of multiple interventions that
span different areas, such as governance, education, work organization, scope of practice,
financial incentives, data for informed policies, political economy analysis, and inter-sectoral
governance:

1.

Since there is neither a national nor a regional general policy document on the planning
and development of HRH, the first step is to work on a BBSK strategy for HRH with a
costed action plan to provide a framework and clear path toward the attainment of an
adequate and competent health workforce.

Education is the foundation for producing adequate health professionals. Models to
estimate HRH should consider future demands of and needs for health services based,
among other, on demographic trends, chronic conditions evolution, development of
digital trends, evolving community and government expectations, and increase of the
work in multi-disciplinary teams.

Work must be organized differently. Task shifting to allied health professionals, the
introduction of so-c a | Mmeelichal assistants’ to help with administrative work and free up
doctors and nurses to care for patients, and the deployment of novel ways to organize
work through digitalization and innovations should all be implemented.

Campaigns to promote active and healthy lifestyles could yield tangible results to
improve health outcomes. (Allied) health professionals in outpatient care could play a
much larger role in prevention and health promotion activities, thereby unburdening the
GP workload in the region.

The effectiveness of financial measures to recruit health workers and retain them,
particularly in rural and underserved areas, give mixed results, but the survey results
point to the direction that increased salaries would help create a better work-life balance,
and improved health and wellbeing at work.

To make informed policy decisions, data collection, analysis and use must become a
priority. Regular surveys to monitor work motivation and satisfaction can serve as an
instrument to make health professionals feel valued and empowered.

The shortage of health workers involves more than a technical response. The capacity of
the public sector in Slovakia and the BBSK, and the incentives driving policymaker
actions need to be considered.

Inter-sectoral collaboration is essential to develop and strengthen a sufficient and resilient
health workforce. This requires leadership across different sectors, including finance,
education, and health sectors; the co-benefits of investment in the health workforce for
other sectors must be emphasized.
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INTEGRATION OF SOCIAL AND HEALTH CARE,
INCREASING REGIONAL ACCESSIBILITY AND CREATING
AN ENVIRONMENT FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF NEW
TYPES OF SOCIAL SERVICES AND THE SUPPORT OF
SCARCE HEALTH SERVICESINTHEK OS | ®EGION

Activity 13: Integration of social and health care, increasing regional accessibility and creating
an environment for the development of new types of social services and the support of scarce
health services (KSK)

Why?

The Kosice region today is facing demographic and health challenges, with more than 40 percent
of hospital costs attributable to people aged above 65 years and a shrinking health workforce,
particularly in some geographical areas. It is expected that the number of people in need of social
care services will increase due to the rapid aging of the population and relatively low
socioeconomic development of the region compared to the remaining seven self-governing
regions of Slovakia.

The role of the WB team in the KSK region was to analyse the main health and social care issues
in the KSK, particularly for older people (over 65 years), disadvantaged people, and people with
disabilities, and propose actionable recommendations to achieve more integrated care.

How?

The overall work of the Health-Social Services (HSS) component in the KSK can be broken
down into two key parts: (1) a quantitative analysis based on collected data and (2) extensive
discussions with representatives of KSK municipalities to present data and develop common
solutions.

The conducted analysis collected and triangulated health and social care data from multiple
sources. It used international publicly available datasets from Eurostat; the Survey for Health,
Aging, and Retirement in Europe (SHARE); the European Health Interview Survey (EHIS);

nati onal and regi onal data fr omurad Blevenskep nt r a |
republ i ky, CSO) ; the Ministry of H eepublikyn  ( Mi n
MoH); the National Health | nf or mati on Cent er (NArodné <cent

NCZI); and the KSK.

The resul t s afalyss of healthaad sdCial Sare resemble those for Slovakia with a
few exceptions. The KSK has a younger population than Slovakia as a whole, although the
number of people aged over 65 is predicted to rise to around 20 percent by 2030 (see Figure 18
below). The KSK has a higher share of health professionals (nurses and medical doctors per
100,000 people) than other regions of Slovakia; however, the actual issue appears to be the
dispersion of the health staff across the districts.
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Figure 18: Demographic projections of the KSK, 2025-2100
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A substantial scope remains for improvement in effective local health policies to reduce
avoidable hospitalizations and premature deaths. Slovakia, including the KSK, has one of the
highest mortality rates from preventable and treatable causes, yet according to the OECD data
spends the least on prevention in the EU. KSK patients also have a much higher number of
General Practitioner (GP) visits compared to the national and EU average; KSK older patients
visit outpatient facilities more than ten times a year with most visits related to diagnostic
services. International research shows that effectively managed patients at the primary care level
may visit outpatient doctors much less frequently. At the same time, self-reported unmet needs
for health care are low in the KSK, with waiting lists being the most significant driver of unmet
needs (2.6 percent in 2022).

KSK districts have access to local social care services; nevertheless, approximately half of the
providers have capacity that is insufficient to meet the needs. Nevertheless, almost 93 percent of
Slovaks over the age of 50 do not report any difficulties in their daily living activities. Although
regional data are not available, it may be inferred that the share of reported limitations is
comparable in the KSK, which may be due to generally adequate access to care and/or support
from young people.

A care-coordination index was developed by the WB team for all 11 districts in the KSK to
assess coordination between the health and social sectors while including the economic and
demographic developments. The care-coordination index shows that three districts have lower
integration of health and social care services; in particular, Gelnica and Sobrance districts need
to reconsider their care models (see Figure 19 below).
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Figure 19: The care-coordination index across the 11 KSK districts
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Source: The World Bank’ swn calculations, 2023.

What?

Through enhanced coordination and interconnection between the health and social sectors, there
is room for improvement in the provision of integrated, person-centered services, notably for
older people (over 65 years), disadvantaged people, and people with disabilities in the KSK.
Based on the conducted analysis, the following most important recommendations can be
formulated:

1. People over the age of 65 who are most likely to benefit from an integrated strategy of
health and social services should be identified in the districts (risk stratification). They
are typically known to health facilities and can be recognized through needs assessment,
such as frailty, hospital discharges, and frequent visits to hospital emergency rooms. The
risk stratification will provide an overview of people with unmet needs for social care
who might have not been visible before.

2. A mapping of health and social services organizations should take place to review the use
of services and interventions at micro-regional level” — including the geographical
distribution of services and of human resources — build capacity, enhance tasks sharing,
foster cooperation among municipalities of the micro-region, and build institutional
capacity at micro-regional and/or regional level. Patient journey mapping is an additional
powerful t o0 o | t o undersstpaenrds ptelce | pa&t | emtc’'u me nt t
points, and identify pain points to improve the overall experience.

3. Good and easily accessible information systems are critical to ensuring that beneficiaries
and their caregivers have access to information and navigation assistance. The creation of
a comprehensive information system requires collaboration and commitment across the
KSK with multiple organizations. It will help with the mapping of health and social
services, as well as serve as a single point of contact for beneficiaries and their families
seeking support.
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4. In order to encourage the practices and procedures that form the basis for integrated care
delivery and improved care outcomes, a formation of multidisciplinary teams must take
place. Based on international examples of good practice, these teams are perceived as
relatively simple measure of co-locating community health and social care teams that
improves the capacity of teams to collaborate, communicate, and deliver better results.

5. Tailored care plans for beneficiaries, their families, and caregivers are the most effective
way t o i dent isngedsanthhew Hesetoaedress thamaTheyuse of digital
tools can help in the development and regular review of personalized care plans through,
for example, analysing medical records and imaging data to monitoring vital signs and
predicting disease progression. However, the digital solutions (tools) require careful
validation and integration in clinical workflows to ensure their effectiveness in improving
patient outcomes.

Next Steps

Based on the official request f r deaf-gavenning
Region terminated the cooperation on the Integration of Social and Health Care Services in the
KSK activity, due to constrains on their side. Based on the agreement between the World Bank
and the EC (DG REGIO), the World Bank team finalized the analytical report (the summary of
analytical data on main health and social care problems in the KSK) and seeks the opportunities
to scale up activities to national level, e.g., in the form of expert workshops on the topics to be
agreed with the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and Family of the
Slovak Republic.

76

KSK,



ANNEXES

1. World Bank (2023): Pr ogr ess Report on Support to Pres
Self-governing Regions on Improving the Integration of Marginalized Roma Communities.

2. WorldBank (2023):Rapi d assessment of health and soci

3. World Bank (2023): Addr essing health workforceelfchal | el
governing Region: Recommendations and future directions.

4. World Bank (2023): Improving the quality and efficiency of vocational secondary education
to promote successful employment for graduates in Slovak Catching-up Regions — phase 4

report.
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NOTES

' European Commission 2018: https://commission.europa.eu/content/archive-european-semester-documents-
slovakia_en

" Available at their websites: PSK — https://www.po-kraj.sk/sk/samosprava/kompetencie-psk/regionalny-
rozvoj/catching-up/; BBSK — https://www.bbsk.sk/iniciativa-catching-up-regions; and KSK —
https://web.vucke.sk/sk/kompetencie/regionalny-rozvoj/catching-up-regions/

" Leap housing is a system of different types of housing accompanied by a different intensity of field social work.
Families get assistance in different steps, from basic housing with intensive social support and training in topics
such as family financial management, care and maintenance of flats and common areas - to higher levels with less
intensive social support. The long-term goal is to enable households to "become independent” and enter the open
housing market, whether by finding a commercial rental apartment or building their own family house.

" More information on the selection of pilot schools in the regions and the planned investments is available at the
following links:

PSK: https://www.po-kraj.sk/sk/samosprava/kompetencie-psk/regionalny-rozvoj/catching-up/letapa-curi/k2-ss/
BBSK: https://www.bbsk.sk/komponent-1-2

KSK: https://web.vucke.sk/sk/kompetencie/regionalny-rozvoj/catching-up-regions/komponent-2-skolstvo/

¥ As of March 30, 2024.

"' A micro-region is a group of municipalities associated or operating as such, for the delivery of services.
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