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Since the end of the cold war, the nature of the global security environment has been affected by a number of international crises and conflicts.  To date, the last one was the Iraqi crisis (September 2002 – March 2003) and subsequent military intervention against Saddam Hussein’s regime (March – April 2003).  This latest conflict has had a significant impact on the balance of power in the world and has also been reflected in the functioning of the system of international relations. Although the military phase of the allied operation ended on May 1, 2003, development in Iraq still remains of high importance. Events connected with the escalation of the Iraqi crisis and military intervention have a global dimension and their impact will only be fully known in the long run.  NATO and EU candidate countries, including Slovakia, were not left unaffected by these developments. In fact, the Iraqi crisis has been the key factor that has to an increasing extent been determining Slovakia’s foreign and security policy since January 2003.  

The fundamentals of Slovakia’s foreign and security policy

As a result of domestic political development between 1994 and 1998, Slovakia found itself outside the main stream of Euro-Atlantic security and European political integration, which adversely affected its international position.  Notwithstanding the declarative support for NATO and EU membership, the parties of the then governing coalition failed to fulfil Slovakia’s integration ambitions.  Permanent political tensions and deficiencies in the area of fundamental democratic principles have led to the countrys’ exclusion from the first round of NATO enlargement. Thus during the accession talks at the NATO Madrid summit in July 1997 Slovakia has not been among the countries that received an invitation.  For the same reasons, Slovakia was not invited to open negotiations on EU membership at the EU summit in 1997 in Luxembourg. During the government headed by Vladimír Mečiar, foreign and security policy fulfilled none of its officially proclaimed goals with regard to integration and led to the disruption of bilateral relations with important NATO and EU member states. In the period 1994 – 1998, the country’s foreign policy orientation became unclear. In this respect, we can in fact speak of the self-disqualification of Slovakia due to the actions of the then governing parties (Leško, 1998, p. 15).

Slovakia’s international position changed only after the parliamentary elections in September 1998, which brought about a qualitatively different style of governance and led to the consolidation of the domestic political scene. These changes were also reflected in the nature and approach to Slovakia’s foreign and security policy that has become consistent in pursuing the principal goals of NATO and EU integration. The government headed by Mikuláš Dzurinda had to face the challenge of how to integrate Slovakia into these structures and catch up with its immediate neighbours. The government took account of the existing situation and formulated its integration strategy based on the realistic judgment of Slovakia’s international position. Its first objective was to restore trust in the country and strengthen mutual cooperation not only with neighbouring countries, but also with the United States and important countries of Western Europe.  Consequently, the Slovak government planned to systematically prepare ground for meeting all conditions necessary for entry into NATO, the EU, and the OECD, with the aim of achieving full membership.  

The foreign and security policy of the new governing coalition was guided by the principle that Slovakia would act as a full-fledged member of NATO, which was demonstrated particularly during the Kosovo crisis in 1999. Slovakia’s position on this issue as well as its stance on the shape of European security architecture and the nature of transatlantic relations was endorsed by the highest representatives of NATO member states. Together with progress in the reform of Slovak armed forces during 2001-2002, Slovakia has gradually strengthened its position as one of the best-prepared candidates for NATO membership (Kmec, 2001, p. 373).  The main goal of Slovakia’s policy at that time was fulfilled at the Prague NATO summit in November 2002, where the country received an invitation to begin accession talks on membership. 

In relation to the European Union, Slovakia’s position during 1998 – 2002 developed in accordance with the government’s strategy of catching up with the first group of associated countries.  After the 1998 elections, prominent representatives of EU member countries expressed very positive views of changes on the political level, which have taken place in Slovakia. At the Helsinki summit in December 1999 a decision was made to invite the country to begin talks on EU membership. Since the European Union adopted the so-called regatta principle for negotiations with candidate countries, it opened the possibility for Slovakia to join the EU together with its neighbouring countries of the Visegrad Four (Bruncko – Lukáč, 2000, p. 327).  This integration goal was successfully completed in December 2002, when Slovakia was invited to join the EU at the Copenhagen summit.  

After the four years of the governing coalition headed by Prime Minister Dzurinda (1998 - 2002), the fundamental goals of Slovakia’s foreign and security policy were fulfilled.  In this period, the country’s international position improved significantly and its relations with crucial partners such as the United States and important countries of Western Europe were built on a qualitatively new level.  After Dzurinda’s second government was formed (October 2002) and Slovakia received invitations to join NATO and the EU, there was a growing need for defining new priorities of the country’s foreign and security policy. The Iraqi crisis played a crucial role in the domestic debate on political and expert level, as it accelerated the process of adapting foreign and security policy to the new position of the Slovak Republic.   

The origins of the Iraqi crisis (September – December 2002)

US President George W. Bush gave the impetus that turned the issue of breaching UN resolutions by Iraq into a priority problem of global security. On September 12, 2002, President Bush delivered a crucial speech on the floor of the UN Assembly regarding the issue of Iraq, in which he characterised the conduct of Saddam Hussein’s regime as a serious security threat for regional stability as well as world security. He stated that the United States was ready to face the threat posed by Iraq, either with UN support or alone, but it inclined to solving this problem on a multilateral basis through the UN Security Council (The White House, September 12, 2002). Following domestic political discussion and consultations with its allies (Great Britain in particular), the United States decided to obtain a UN mandate and win international support for a multilateral approach toward Iraq. At the same time, it called on the UN to assume responsibility and fulfil its legitimate role by bringing to an end Iraq’s breaching of UN resolutions that have taken place since 1991. 

The new US strategy, which became clearer in summer 2002, also elicited a response in Slovakia. At the first anniversary of the terrorist attacks against New York and Washington, Slovakia’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Eduard Kukan conceded that a military intervention against Iraq may be necessary on the condition that all diplomatic approaches had failed and stated that Slovakia would postpone the formulation of its standpoint on a possible attack against Iraq until all evidence became available. He stressed at the same time that Slovakia found it necessary that Iraq consistently observe all UN resolutions and allow weapon inspectors to freely perform their duties and search any suspicious sites where weapons of mass destruction could be produced or stored (SITA, September 11, 2002).

Reaching of international consensus on the necessity of bringing Hussein’s regime under control represented one of the most important milestones in the Iraqi crisis. Upon a US diplomatic initiative, the UN Security Council on November 8, 2002 unanimously approved Resolution No. 1441. This resolution obliged Iraq to admit UN weapon inspectors and IAEA (International Atomic Energy Agency) experts to disclose current data on its unconventional military development programmes and to declare the stock of its weapons of mass destruction. Resolution No. 1441, under the threat of “serious consequences,” called on Iraq to actively cooperate with UNMOVIC weapon inspectors and IAEA experts and to adhere to all UN resolutions passed since the end of the war in the Persian Gulf in 1991 (The U.N. Security Council, November 8, 2002).

The passing of the UN Security Council Resolution No. 1411 was welcomed by the representatives of the Slovak government – Prime Minister Mikuláš Dzurinda, Minister of Foreign Affairs Eduard Kukan, and Minister of Defence Ivan Šimko (Sme, November 11, 2002). During this period, however, the attention of the Slovak media was focused on the forthcoming Prague NATO summit and Slovakia’s invitation to join talks on NATO membership.  These expectations overshadowed to a large extent the first stage of the Iraqi crisis. In spite of this situation, Slovak political representatives at the highest level found it necessary to express their views on the issue.  President Rudolf Schuster proclaimed that, having been invited to join NATO, Slovakia had to perform its duties immediately and consistently. In his opinion, this is what the Slovak government should bear in mind, if the United States requested it to provide access to airspace or direct military assistance in case of an attack against Iraq (TASR, November 17, 2002). 

The Prague NATO summit, held on November 21 and 22, 2002, meant the fulfilment of the priority of Slovakia’s foreign and security policy - integration into this transatlantic organisation of collective security and defence. At the summit, Slovakia has joined in the first international statement on the Iraqi crisis by signing a declaration of seven applicant countries and three member countries.  The declaration contained statement whereby if Iraq failed to meet the conditions stipulated by Resolution No. 1441, these countries, forming the so-called Vilnius Group, were ready to join an international coalition with the aim of disarming Iraq (Expand NATO, November 2002). By this declaration, the Slovak diplomacy subscribed to the view of the North Atlantic Alliance held by US Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld according to which the security challenges that the western world was facing will determine the alliances and not the other way around.  Moreover, the US Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld formulated the US stance towards NATO according to which it was necessary to finish its transformation and adapt it to a new global security environment after the September 11 terrorist attacks. Slovakia’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Eduard Kukan declared that the country was willing to join such ad hoc coalitions and would support the United States in spite of disapproval of some European members of NATO. In Kukan’s opinion, there is no reason why such coalitions could not be formed within the Alliance, which would be able to resolve conflicts without endangering world peace and security, unlike in the case of Iraq. (Sme, November 23, 2002).

Concurrently with the Prague NATO summit and the Vilnius Group declaration, the domestic debate also began to place emphasis on the issue of Slovakia’s strategic orientation within NATO and questions of priorities in foreign and security policy for the upcoming period gradually came to the fore. In this context, the debate focused on relations between Slovakia and the United States and their importance for the future. Prime Minister Dzurinda was very clear on this issue and proclaimed: “Who is the leader of the democratic world? Who bears the greatest political, economic, and material responsibility for the resolution of crises? We should not hesitate to answer these questions and to say that it is the United States - the leader of the democratic world. That’s why I say that we want to be a strong ally of the United States” (Sme, November 25, 2002).   

Minister of Foreign Affairs Kukan also supported this standpoint and declared on behalf of the Slovak Democratic and Christian Coalition (SDKÚ): “The United States is our key ally and has a dominant position in our interests. The alliance with the United States is the official policy that SDKÚ has adopted without hesitation” (SITA, November 26, 2002).  With regard to Slovakia’s strategic orientation, it was an important declaration as it was made on behalf of SDKÚ, whose three representatives – the Prime Minister, Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Minister of Defence – were the key architects of the country’s foreign and security policy.  At that time, other political parties were only formulating their views and positions, but as early as November – December 2002, the first indications of a split on the domestic political scene regarding this issue have appeared.  In addition to the Communist party (KSS) that a priori opposed Slovakia’s membership in NATO, the party SMER also began to express criticism of the governing coalition’s foreign and security policy. Boris Zala, SMER Deputy Chairman, declared that our foreign policy should be formulated in “a European, not American style” (SITA, November 26, 2002).

Escalating tensions in the Iraq crisis (January – February 2003)

Due to limited cooperation and Iraq’s treatment of UN weapon inspectors and IAEA experts, in January 2003 Resolution No. 1441 did not seem to be an effective instrument for eliminating the threat of weapons of mass destruction on the part of Hussein’s regime. This statement was also confirmed by weapon inspectors’ report submitted to the UN Security Council on January 27, 2003. On the one hand, this document sharply criticised Iraq’s regime for not cooperating with weapon inspectors, but on the other hand requested that the inspections should continue. On this occasion, Hans Blix, head of the UNMOVIC team of inspectors, and Mohammed El Baradei, head of IAEA, reported specific cases of obstruction on the part of Iraqi regime (The Iraq Foundation, January 27, 2003).

US president Bush also accentuated the ineffectiveness of Resolution No. 1441 in his State of the Union Address delivered on January 28, 2003 in Congress.  Half of this report was devoted to the steps that the United States had taken to strengthen its security with emphasis placed on the seriousness of the threat of global terrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. The report declared US intent to stand up to security threats and also named three countries - Iraq, North Korea, and Iran - as posing the greatest risk of misusing nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons. Iraq was marked as the most acute threat and reasons were given why such a threat had to be eliminated (The White House, January 28, 2003). 

These strong warnings aimed to increase pressure upon Saddam Hussein’s regime to force it to unconditionally abide by to Resolution No. 1441. Concurrently, the United States and Great Britain started to make preparations for the eventuality that diplomatic efforts would fail and possible military intervention would be inevitable. These steps included building of an international coalition to disarm Iraq and to remove Saddam Hussein’s regime from power, if necessary. In connection with these developments, Ronald Weiser, US Ambassador to the Slovak Republic visited Prime Minister Dzurinda on January 26, 2003 and officially placed a request on behalf of the United States that Slovakia consider its participation in the coalition in case of a military conflict in Iraq. At its special meeting on January 29, 2003, the Slovak cabinet responded to the US note and approved the flyovers and landings of US Air Force airplanes and multinational coalition forces over and on its territory. The cabinet also approved the deployment of a nuclear, biological, and chemical protection unit of 75 men to the crisis area.  Upon the Slovak government’s decision, this unit was to take part in rescue and humanitarian operations in case of use, or reasonable suspicion of use, of weapons of mass destruction. Its participation in potential military operations on the territory of Iraq would have been possible only upon adoption of a new resolution by the UN Security Council (Ministry of Defence, January 2003). 

In connection with this crucial decision concerning the Iraq crisis, Prime Minister Dzurinda appeared on public television with an address to Slovak citizens. In his speech, he explained the government’s decision and asked for public support.  He stated that “Saddam Hussein’s regime represents a long-standing security problem for the whole world” and that Iraq had a nuclear military programme, owned and produced tons of forbidden chemical and biological weapons. Furthermore, he stressed that Iraq demonstrably possessed weapons of mass destruction and was obliged to prove that it has disarmed based on Resolution No. 1441. Iraq failed to do so, provided no evidence, did not cooperate in the way that the UN resolution required. In his words, there was and still is a direct connection between regimes such as Hussein’s dictatorship in Iraq and international terrorism. Therefore, the proliferation of chemical or biological weapons and their acquisition by terrorists posed a serious security threat to Slovakia. He finished his speech by stating that the Slovak government supports Slovakia’s joining of a multinational coalition and stressed that the government did not make the decision on the basis of public opinion polls
, but rather by “considering what would be the best for the secure future of Slovakia, Europe, and the world” (Office of the Slovak Government, January 2003).  

According to Slovakia’s Constitutional provisions, the deployment of a military contingent in a crisis area requires the approval of the National Council of the Slovak Republic. The parliamentary deliberations and subsequent decision did not only represent the height of domestic political discourse on the Iraqi crisis, but influenced the future orientation of Slovakia’ foreign and security policy. Before taking a vote on the deployment of the NBC unit, Minister of Foreign Affairs Kukan delivered a speech in parliament where he stressed: “now is the time to make a politically responsible decision, because it will have a significant impact on the future position of Slovakia.” (TASR, February 7, 2003). Prime Minister Dzurinda also expressed support for the government’s proposal in parliament by stating: “your vote will reflect whether and to what extent Slovakia is aware of the global threats of terrorism and weapons of mass destruction. It will express that we are able to act as a free country and to help those deprived of freedom, and show whether Slovakia will be able to decide responsibly as a country professing common democratic values. And as a country that is also able to protect these values” (TASR, February 6, 2003).

After a day-long discussion, the National Council adopted a resolution on February 6, 2003, which gave consent, in accordance with the Constitution, to deploy Slovak armed forces outside its own territory. Biological and chemical protection unit was deployed to take part in the international operation against Iraq. Yet, the parliament made its consent conditional upon a new resolution by the UN Security Council in accordance with a UN mandate. If it had not been approved, the Slovak unit, of company strength, could operate only on the territory of Kuwait as permitted by the original Resolution No. 1441. However, if weapons of mass destruction were used or in case of reasonable suspicion of their use, the unit could also take part in rescue and humanitarian operations on the territory of Iraq. Minister of Foreign Affairs Kukan called this decision made by parliament a responsible step, which was in accordance with Slovakia’s interests and its future role in international relations. He expressed his appreciation that several opposition MPs also supported the decision
 (Sme, February 7, 2002). 

On the basis of an agreement signed on February 15, 2003 between the Slovak Minister of Defense Ivan Šimko and Czech Minister of Defense Jaroslav Tvrdík, the Slovak NBC unit was incorporated into the joint Czech-Slovak battalion stationed in the crisis area. In the following days, it completed its final tactical exercise, obtained a NATO certificate, and was transported by air to Kuwait. It was stationed at the military base Camp Doha and integrated into the joint Czech-Slovak battalion. On March 6, 2003 it reported operational readiness (Ministry of Defence, March 2003). Such immediate cooperation with the Czech Republic represented a continuation of close relations between the two countries in the area of security and defence policy. At the same time, the cooperation was a practical demonstration of employing the conclusions of the Prague NATO summit into practice. In the conclusions of the summit it was agreed that all European members of the Alliance should strengthen military cooperation, increase mutual compatibility and interoperability and coordinate efforts in the area of modernisation and acquisition programmes within their armed forces. With regard to strengthening of the military capabilities of European countries, Slovakia and the Czech Republic have taken concrete steps to build on their armed forces’ specialisation and through allied cooperation have worked on improving their inter-operability.  

The escalation of the Iraqi crisis and a split in transatlantic relations (February – March 2003) 

After the Prague NATO summit, the differing approaches to the Iraq crisis became a significant point of contention in the relations between allies within the Alliance.  The diverging views were held on how the security risks posed by Hussein’s regime should be addressed and how to ensure that Iraq complies with all UN resolutions.   This discrepancy was apparent particularly among the key countries of the Alliance, which had absolutely contradictory positions on this issue. The United States and Great Britain perceived a more immediate threat of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction or technologies that could be employed for their production and declared their readiness to use any means, including military, to eliminate it. Although these countries employed a multilateral approach to solving this problem by means of the United Nations, they did not rule out a possibility of taking action - should diplomatic efforts fail - even without another UN Security Council resolution. On the other hand, France and Germany did not feel immediately threatened by Saddam Hussein’ regime and a priori supported a diplomatic resolution of the crisis solely within the framework of the UN. 

Tensions in mutual relations due to diverging views began to increase concurrently with the escalation of the Iraqi crisis. The most controversial issues were those regarding the observation of UN Resolution No. 1441 and further action that should be taken by the international community. While the United States and Great Britain, on the basis of available information, arrived at the conclusion that the Iraqi regime had been engaged in systematic breaching of the resolutions, France and Germany did not regard the existing evidence as sufficient. The principal difference in their views was also demonstrated by the fact that the United States and Great Britain officially declared that they were ready to rid the Iraqi regime of weapons of mass destruction and technologies for their production even at the cost of acting within a narrower coalition of countries. France and Germany clearly gave preference to continuing weapon inspections and diplomatic talks on Iraq’s disarmament. 

The growing tensions in transatlantic relations became still more apparent and were accompanied, apart from political and expert debate, by the polemics between the highest representatives of the countries involved. This development was observed very closely by other NATO member states that did not take such a clear standpoint on the Iraqi issue by the end of January, as had the four key players in this discussion. The situation changed on January 29, 2003, when an open letter of eight NATO members was published de facto supporting the US standpoint (Šedivý, 2003, p.1-2). Thus, a dividing line was drawn between those members of the Alliance that were ready to lend support to the US standpoint in solving the Iraqi crisis (Great Britain, Italy, Spain, Poland, Denmark, Portugal, the Czech Republic, and Hungary) and those supporting the position of France and Germany (Greece and Belgium).  Slovakia followed closely these developments in transatlantic relations.  At the same time, there was an ongoing debate on the domestic political scene on joining the international coalition against Saddam Hussein’s regime. Slovakia joined foreign policy discussion on January 30, 2003, when Prime Minister Dzurinda expressed to Spanish Prime Minister Jose Maria Aznar his interest to become one of the signatories of the open letter of the eight. (Sme, January 31, 2003). 

The existing tension in transatlantic relations also affected negotiations on providing protection to Turkey, which immediately borders Iraq. The North Atlantic Council failed to come to an agreement on taking appropriate security and defence measures in accordance with Ankara’s request even after three meetings that took place at the turn of January and February 2003.  This was so because representatives of France, Germany, and Belgium found it premature to decide on military measures to increase Turkey’s defence capabilities, as in their view, not all diplomatic solutions had been exhausted in solving the Iraqi crisis. This position bore witness to the persisting substantial differences in positions not only relating to developments in Iraq, but also the role of NATO. By obstructing the decision on taking preventive measures within NATO in case the crisis should escalate into a military conflict, these three countries sought to support their position on Iraq. On the other hand, such an approach began to threaten the Alliance’s credibility, as they favoured their own particular interests regarding their stance on Iraq at the expense of NATO’s readiness to react quickly to any threat to Turkey (The Centre for Defence Information, February 14, 2003).  

This fact meant that tensions in transatlantic relations shifted to a qualitatively new level and represented the beginning of a split between the allies in NATO. The Slovak Republic regarded and still regards NATO as the foundation for ensuring its own security as well as the security of the whole Euro-Atlantic area. Therefore, it closely followed and assessed these developments. Slovakia’s representative at NATO Peter Burian also commented on the strained situation by stating that Slovakia took interest in the ongoing discussion within the Alliance and expressed worries about the fact that NATO had trouble arriving at a fundamental decision (TASR, February 10, 2003). The statements by Prime Minister Dzurinda as well as Burian demonstrate how much importance Slovakia attached to the developments taking place within the Alliance. Slovakia’s position in the process of formulating its position on the Iraqi crisis was also influenced by its new status as a country invited to join NATO.  Thus, the Iraq crisis provided Slovakia with an opportunity to actively participate from a position of greater influence in the ongoing transatlantic discussion. 

The speech delivered by the US Secretary of State Colin Powel at the UN Security Council meeting on February 5, 2003 provided the impulse that allowed Slovakia and other Vilnius Group countries to stress their common position. Powell’s presentation contained a lot of circumstantial evidence - ranging from concealment and continuing development of technologies for weapons of mass destruction to links between Al-Qaeda terrorists and representatives of Hussein’s regime- all in support of the United State’s position that Iraq has violated UN resolutions (The Centre for Strategic and International Studies, February 2003).  In connection with this presentation, Vilnius Group ministers of foreign affairs adopted a common declaration that was made public on February 5, 2003.  In the declaration they stated that the United States had provided the UN Security Council with substantial evidence of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction programmes, attempts by Hussein’s regime to deceive UN weapon inspectors, and its links with international terrorism. At the same time, these countries called on the UN Security Council to take necessary and adequate measures in response to the continuing treat posed by Iraq to international peace and security. The representatives of Vilnius Group countries officially declared that if Iraq failed to abide by Resolution No. 1441, their countries were prepared to take part in an international coalition with an aim of enforcing UN resolutions and disarming the Iraqi regime (The EU observer, February 6, 2003). 

By joining this declaration, the Slovak Republic took a clear standpoint in the ongoing discussion.  It has aligned itself with the signatories of the open letter presented by the highest representatives of eight NATO member countries on January 29, 2003. The Slovak Republic has lent its support to the US in solving the Iraqi crisis and called for the convergence of positions of NATO member states. The key message of the Vilnius Group declaration was the proclamation that “The trans-Atlantic community, of which we are a part, must stand together to face the threat posed by the nexus of terrorism and dictators with weapons of mass destruction.” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Slovak Republic, February 6, 2003).  

The Slovak Republic thus declared its determination to maintain strong transatlantic ties and removing the existing tension in the relations between France and Germany on the one hand and the majority of NATO member states on the other. The declaration has thus shifted the perception of this dispute from a position “USA versus Europe” to one of “Europe versus Europe.” By adopting a pro-active stance toward the Iraq crisis, Slovakia demonstrated the progress it had made in forming its own security culture, as well as demonstrated its capacity for strategic thinking.  

The culmination of the Iraq crisis and conclusions for Slovakia (March – April 2003)

The way Slovakia contributed to this discussion is important for its future position within NATO. Since it managed to agree on a common standpoint together with the other countries of Vilnius Group and to quickly respond to the developments, it has demonstrated its readiness to act as a full-fledged member of the Alliance.  Slovak political representatives proved to be reliable partners, who could make a serious political decision even without the support of the majority of the public.
  During the Kosovo crisis in 1999, the first Dzurinda’s government approved the flyovers of NATO airplanes over Slovak territory quietly and without explicit public release.   There was an important shift during the Iraqi crisis, because the second government of M.Dzurinda was more willing to take an open responsibility for such publicly non-popular decision.  The reason was better political stability of Slovakia and homogenity of governmental coalition in 2002/2003.  The political and military support of allied coalition was stimulated by internal political consensus on Slovak foreign and security policy orientation (Szomolányi, 2003, p.62).    

       However, the most important conclusion resulting from the analysis of Slovakia’s conduct during the Iraq crisis is the fact that, within the transatlantic discourse, it inclined toward those countries that see the future and meaningfulness of NATO in keeping close security ties between the United States and the European allies. It is a key national interest of the Slovak Republic that US military and security presence in Europe is retained, which would not only guarantee the functioning of NATO, but also the relevance of the present European security architecture. Minister of Foreign Affairs Kukan also confirmed this position, by stating: “Slovakia has good relations with the United States and wishes to preserve these relations. We will always regard the United States as a partner, not Europe’s rival” (Sme, March 12, 2003). Membership in NATO represents the fulfilment of Slovakia’s long-standing aspirations to obtain reliable security guarantees. By supporting the stance of the United States, Great Britain, and other allies on the Iraq issue, Slovakia also strengthened the cohesion of transatlantic relations, because only if these relations remain strong, NATO security guarantees can be considered sufficient. Therefore, Slovakia’s highest political representatives perceive any weakening of allied bonds between the USA and Europe as a factor undermining its long-term efforts to become an integral part of the North Atlantic Alliance. 

This is the context in which the statement made by Ivan Korčok, State Secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, needs to be understood.  Korčok declared that Slovakia would support a US-led military intervention against Iraq even without a new UN resolution, because Resolution No. 1441 already provided such a mandate (SITA, March 13, 2003). With regard to the escalation of the Iraqi crisis and the impasse in the UN Security Council, the Slovak Republic took a clearly formulated standpoint, corresponding with the attitudes of the core of the allied coalition – the United States, Great Britain, Spain, and Poland. After the ultimatum issued by US president G. W. Bush on March 17, 2003 calling on Saddam Hussein and his closest collaborators to leave Iraq ran out, the military operation “Iraqi Freedom” was launched on March 20, 2003. This was the climax of the Iraqi crisis, which significantly affected the nature of the global security environment from September 2002 onwards and also had a direct impact on Slovakia.
The Iraq crisis has had the effect of accelerating the shaping of Slovakia’s positions on fundamental international issues, which was also reflected in statements made by the highest Slovak political representatives when commenting on the launch of military intervention against Saddam Hussein’s regime. On March 20, 2003, - the first day of the allied operation “Iraqi Freedom,” the three highest representatives of Slovakia – President Rudolf Schuster, Chairman of Parliament Pavol Hrušovský and Prime Minister Mikuláš Dzurinda met and adopted a common declaration. In it they stated that Hussein’s regime had been and still remained a threat to world security and its disarmament was therefore deemed necessary (Národná obroda, March 21, 2003). In a subsequent interview for the press, President Schuster emphasised that the Slovak Republic could not do anything else but provide necessary support and practical assistance to the allies, which also applied to the military solution to the Iraq crisis. In his opinion, Slovakia’s stance on the Iraqi crisis means that the country fully subscribes to the previous steps that were taken in connection with the September 11 terrorist attacks (TASR, March 20, 2003). 

Minister of Foreign Affairs Kukan summarised Slovakia’s official standpoint by stating that “Hussein’s regime has passed up its last chance given by the UN Security Council Resolution No. 1441, did not cooperate fully, and did not rebut the reasonable suspicion that it possessed weapons of mass destruction and intended to use them.” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, March 20, 2003). Within the domestic political scene, the launch of the operation “Iraqi Freedom” has led to split between parliamentary parties. In this respect, majority of governmental coalition - SDKÚ, SMK and ANO supported allied operation, KSS and SMER were opposed to the operation, while the position of the HZDS and KDH remained unclear due to internal discourse taking place within these parties. KSS branded the military intervention against Saddam Hussein’s regime as an act of American aggression against the Iraqi people and Smer regarded it as a violation of international law. According to Smer’s interpretation, which was consistent with France and Germany’s standpoints, the operation in Iraq was launched without a UN mandate since no new resolution had been adopted by the UN Security Council (Národná obroda, March 21, 2003). 

As a result of the Iraqi crisis, the United States and European countries have had to face a number of issues, with implications for the future of transatlantic cooperation. Depending on how particular countries, including Slovakia, have approached these issues, dividing lines between so-called Euro-Atlanticist countries and so-called Euro-autonomist countries have been drawn. This division has significant implications for the functioning and effectiveness of NATO as well as the second pillar of the European Union – Common Foreign and Security Policy and European Security and Defence Policy. At this time, soon after the military aspects of the operation “Iraqi Freedom” drew to an end, it is too early to draw any conclusions regarding all the consequences of the Iraqi crisis for the system of international relations and global security and stability. From the point of view of Slovakia, however, it can be stated even now that the Iraqi crisis has contributed to shaping of its clear Euro-Atlanticist orientation. 
Foremost, the Iraqi crisis has had an impact on the perception of the North Atlantic Alliance and strategic partnership with the United States. Thus, as part of discussion on the future of NATO that came to the forefront between November 2002 and March 2003, Slovakia arrived at a clear position on this issue.  The question for Slovakia stood as follows: will the Alliance remain a military organisation capable of acting effectively in response to immediate security threats beyond Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty or would NATO become a purely political organisation incapable of cohesiveness and immediate military response to new types of security crises and conflicts. Under the current governing coalition, the Slovak Republic has come out on the side of a strong and effective NATO, and strong transatlantic bonds with the United States. Events connected with the Iraqi crisis have had the effect of a catalyst in the process of Slovakia’s adaptation to new situation after having been invited to join NATO and the EU and have also contributed to the formulation of its medium-term foreign policy and security priorities. These positions should remain unchanged until the next parliamentary elections in autumn 2006.    
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� A public opinion poll conducted by the Polis agency for Slovak Television on a sample of 560 respondents and published on September 14, 2002, yielded the following results. Nearly 71 percent of the respondents favoured a diplomatic solution to the problem and opposed a pre-emptive military attack against Iraq. More than 11 percent approved of military intervention, and almost 13 percent stated that they could not answer the question. However, only 5 percent of the respondents thought that Iraq posed no threat to world security.  In connection with Slovakia’s stance on the Iraqi issue, 44 percent of the respondents thought that the country should provide only political support for a potential military attack against Iraq. Almost 37 percent of the respondents were positive that Slovakia should not support military intervention in any way. Almost 7 percent of the respondents agreed with both political and military support, and the remaining 12 percent stated that they could not answer the question.  Almost 61 percent of the respondents did not agree with the statement that military intervention against Iraq would be beneficial to fighting terrorism, more than 23 percent agreed, and the remaining 16 percent stated that they could not answer the question. 35 percent of the respondents thought that a potential attack against Iraq by the USA and Great Britain definitely would not have helped to fight international terrorism, while only 8 percent thought the contrary. Almost 23 percent of the respondents thought that a military solution would have had a more negative than positive effect on fighting international terrorism, more than 16 percent were of the opposite opinion.


According to a public opinion poll conducted by the Public Opinion Research Institute at the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic, with the results published on October 24, 2002, public support for Slovakia’s membership in NATO decreased in October 2002 by 7 percentage points to 50 percent in comparison with March 2002. 44 percent of respondents were against the country’ integration into this organisation. The poll also showed that more than two thirds of the respondents (70 percent) thought that citizens should decide on Slovakia’s accession to this organisation in a referendum. Slightly more than one quarter of Slovak citizens (26 percent) thought that Slovakia’s membership in NATO should be decided by the National Council of the Slovak Republic.





�  The deployment of the Slovak Army unit to the Persian Gulf was supported by 66 coalition MPs from the SDKÚ, SMK, ANO, and some KDH members as well as 16 MPs representing the opposition HZDS (82 MPs altogether). 54 opposition MPs representing KSS, SMER, and HZDS voted against it. 6 MPs abstained from voting. Parliamentary caucus of KDH took the position whereby it allowed its members to vote in accordance with their personal judgement.


� According to an opinion poll conducted by the Bureau of Media Research of the Slovak Radio, in the first half of February 2003, public support for Slovakia’s accession to NATO decreased by 8.5 percent to 38.7 percent over the three preceding months (November 2002 – January 2003). More than half of the respondents (53.6 percent) were against the accession to NATO, which represented a 14.5 percent rise since November 2002.  70,5% of respondents was in favour of holding a NATO referendum. 


According to a public opinion poll conducted by the Polis agency at the beginning of March 2002, 60.3 percent of the respondents were against sending Slovak troops to Iraq. On the other hand, 11.6 percent agreed with such a step and another 20.4 percent made their consent conditional upon passing a respective UN Security Council resolution. 7.7 percent of the respondents stated that they could not answer the question.








