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When the coronavirus epidemic is gone, we will have to deal with an epidemic
of obesity and dementia.

The group photo of the members of the newly appointed Slovak Cabinet wearing face

masks in front of the Presidential Palace has attracted plenty of media attention.

The face masks have been praised as an amazing preventive measure, with public

health officials and politicians not missing any opportunity to brag about Slovakia

being a champion in Europe in handling the coronavirus epidemic.

But behind the masks are some not so amazing numbers that paint a different picture of

Slovakia.

According to a report of the European Commission from February this year, Slovakia has

a high rate of preventable deaths standing at 2.44 per thousand inhabitants as compared
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to the EU average of 1.66. These deaths could have been avoided mainly through public

health and primary prevention intervention.

For those who love comparisons, Slovakia is competing with the Baltic States, Romania

and Hungary for the position of the worst performer in this respect. The report

concludes that Slovakia’s high rate of preventable deaths “reflects the high prevalence

of risk factors and low spending on prevention”. Only about 1 percent of Slovakia’s

expenditure on health goes to health promotion and prevention compared to the EU

average of 3 percent.

“Unfortunately in the long term Slovakia is failing in this area, not only in terms of

investment but also in how it designs and runs communication campaigns,“ said doctor

Zuzana Katreniaková of the Institute of Social and Behavioural Medicine at the Medical

Faculty of the Pavol Jozef Šafárik University in Košice during an interview with Radio

Slovakia International. "We have an issue with attracting skilled people to work in

Slovakia's public health sector. For medical students and doctors this is not an attractive

job, both financially and as a career path, because it is regarded as less interesting and

prestigious than clinical work. We’re also failing in terms of attracting graduates of

public health programmes to work for public health offices. Now we have this

coronavirus epidemic in front of our eyes, but we have an epidemic of obesity and

dementia on the horizon, and we have to get ready for them in time."

Katreniaková explains that risky behaviour like smoking, overconsumption of alcohol,

unhealthy eating habits and a lack of physical exercise, not only kill more Slovaks per

year than COVID-19 but also leads to chronic diseases that make people more

susceptible to catching infectious diseases.

Slovak public health officials and politicians never miss an opportunity to praise people

for obeying the rules and wearing masks to protect themselves and others against the

coronavirus. However, I can't help but see the irony of the situation. I have seen so

many people wearing masks but then pulling them down to light a cigarette, constantly

damaging not only their own health but also that of others around them too. Doctor

Katreniaková says that in the long term the strategy of scaring people into obedience

does not work in public health even if it has helped bring the epidemic under control.

“People must behave responsibly not only in a one-off, during the epidemic, but also

have inside them this deep conviction that they are responsible for their own health

and they should not pose a risk to others – it doesn't matter whether by spreading a

virus, smoking, or by the way they drive their car. We need complex programmes with

behavioural tools to motivate people to change their attitude and unhealthy lifestyle.
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The government promises to announce its final decision on a state
of emergency next week. Several major cultural events cancelled.

Several changes criticised. Former director of the biggest children's
hospital in Slovakia says the ministry failed to explain his
surprising removal.

Dobroslav Trnka's lawyer told a disciplinary committee his client's
voice is too ordinary to be matched with the voice on the
recording. Most of the proceeding took place without the public.

They must involve the cooperation of doctors, psychologists, and social workers because

socioeconomic status is a very important factor when it comes to health. This can’t be

done overnight or with a one-off campaign, “ concluded Katreniaková.

When dramatic headlines about the new coronavirus fade away, the old skeletons in

the closet of Slovakia’s un-reformed healthcare system will reappear in the spotlight

and the bad news is that no mask will make them go away.

Anca Dragu is a journalist with Radio Slovakia International, which is available in
Bratislava in English on 98.9 FM at 18:30 and 20:30, at www.rsi.sk and via podcasts. The
opinions expressed in this blog are her own. You can listen to her interview with
Zuzana Katreniaková here.

Thank you for being our subscriber. Your subscription helps us to bring news about Slovakia, in English,
you can trust.
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Expert on IT spoke about phones of those who executed the
murders.

Kuciak murder trial: Kočner loves admiration, prison could change him
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