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The new government of Prime Minster Fico has surprised the civil society in Slovakia not only through its coalition alliance with the extreme right wing xenophobic Slovak National Party, but also by a set of proposals significantly changing the fiscal environment for civil society. This is rather surprising for an outside observer who would follow the socio-democratic rhetoric of the main coalition party SMER. The proposal of amending the Tax Law consisted of abolishing the 2% tax assignation for corporations, increasing of minimum amount that individuals may assign from 20 to 250 Slovak crowns (which would effectively discriminate over 300 thousands – some 80% of all individual taxpayers who use this mechanism in Slovakia) and abolishment of the 300 thousand (approximately $10,000) nontaxable income from non-related activities of nonprofit organizations, which provides some space of nonprofits to generate income and use it for mission-related activities. The package of proposals has been submitted to Cabinet in late September and slightly modified to the Parliament in early October. The 2% assignation of corporations is unique, there are no other countries which would have similar extension of the mechanism. Typically the percentage mechanisms in CEE and other countries are allowed only to individual tax payers. The origin of this extension lies in the efforts of the civil society in Slovakia in 2001-2002 when major NGOs, inspired by a Czech example, tried to promote a process which would lead towards establishing several endowments from the privatization revenues of the government. While the then government had not had a courage to do it, in a kind of compensation, it had extended the percentage assignation to corporations. This, has been followed in 2003 by the major tax reform which has abolished any tax incentives for giving, for both, individuals and corporations (and made Slovakia known for its flat 19% income tax). While the percentage mechanism for corporations has its flaws conceptually, in Slovak context it is together with the percentage mechanism of individuals the only functioning indirect support mechanism that the state offers for civil society organizations. That explains the enraged response of NGOs on the current government proposal for its abolishment. Paradoxically, the previous right-wing government also attempted to abolish it but was not successful due to strong opposition of civil society year ago. The current social-democratic government has continued in this effort, led by the drive to save funds for meeting its pre-election promises made in the election campaign this Summer to satisfy the social demands of the population. As a result, the first step of the major party in the government which has a social-democratic rhetoric towards the “third sector” was a step of hostility and ignorance. The civil society, fortunately has not been caught by the surprise too long. The government´ intentions have been monitored by NGOs and resulted in mid September in an official group comment of 14 major NGO platforms (associating several hundred NGOs) to the Ministry of Finance and the Cabinet to remove these proposals, backed up by over 7,250 citizens who signed a petition in support of this comment. The commenting process had been extremely short and NGO had mobilized for joint action in several days. As a result of this pressure the Cabinet modified its proposal and proposed that the 2% would decrease to 0,5%, while other changes remained as originally proposed. This created a momentum for further civic action. NGO Platforms called the civil society to raise its voice over this issue. On October 24 NGOs have organized an extraordinary national conference which was attended by 170 participants from NGOs from all Slovakia from all sorts of public benefit areas. The conference launched a nationwide campaign Ludia Ludom (People-to-People). The aim of the campaign is to maintain the current legal framework and open a discussion with the state on how the nonprofit sector, including private philanthropy can be effectively supported. The campaign consists of continuous explanation to political parties, media and public about the benefits the society receives through NGOs activities. 
The week of November 27-December 1 will be the Week of NGO activities where NGOs will talk publicly on what they do. Regardless of what will be the result of this process, the debate which was provoked by this proposal of government is extremely useful, as it raises questions about the nature of the percentage mechanism, its difference to philanthropic giving and the role of corporations in a broader social responsibility area. Also, and even more important, it is a process in which the civil society participates in policy making by having its voice heard. As a person that has been involved in this process from the very beginning, I can say that despite the relative success of this effort which is due to a coalition building potential among the key NGO platforms and a great amount of volunteer time provided by number of people and organizations, the capacities of civil society to act longer period in an effective manner towards such partner as is the government are very limited. Organizations and individuals involved in this process have to meet their statutory goals and deliver work which will not wait until the campaign is over. The NGO platforms are very heterogeneous, only few have a professional staff. This is in my view another cause why civil society needs also strong institutions – such as infrastructure and support organizations in order to be effective in doing its work. How they can be nurtured and brought about, is another question.

