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Introduction1 

 

 

 

 
Many smaller and larger cases have been published related to broadly understood corruption, or 

suspicions/criticism related to unethical, controversial and uneconomic behaviour, probably more 

properly defined as abuse of office or cronyism rather than the “standard” process of taking bribes 

or kickbacks. Clearly, although it was mostly the media that reported on many of these cases, very 

few cases were acquired by the media themselves as a result of their own long-term painstaking 

investigation. Most often, the story arose out of leaks from the source (Petková, 2013). Mihočková 

(2013, interview) estimates that as many as 90% of sources on corruption stories are coming from 

leaks/tips. Some of the most important corruption cases have been revealed by various NGOs or 

bloggers (including journalist/bloggers). Some corruption cases were revealed by the police or, after 

a change of government, by the new government. Many cases, especially grand corruption cases, 

had their source (or found an opportunity) in various EU funding schemes.  

Nevertheless, the media by and large enjoyed audience trust, though with some variations related to 

the media-type (e.g. radio broadcasting has been traditionally more trusted than television 

broadcasting or even printed press). 

The table below indicates the public trust in the Slovak media during our research period (plus an 

additional year, 2014). 

 

                                                             
1  Key actors in our case studies were asked for their feedback. We received only three responses. One was from 
Penta, which kindly declined to comment on the Gorilla case study. The other one was from a legal representative of the 
publisher of the daily Pravda. The feedback from Pravda´s publisher was rather long and negative, and requested that a 
particular study not be published. The reasons for this request were extensive, but were mostly the result of 
misunderstanding. Finally, we received only a brief, general reply from Mr. Ľ. Galko, former minister of defence, with 
respect to the Collusion and Mokys case studies. In his reply, Mr. Galko stated that he had already expressed himself 
regarding the issues in his blog. The other subjects did not reply. It should be mentioned that this shorter version of our 
report. 
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Table 1: Public trust in media in Slovakia2 

 TV Press Radio Internet 
2004 65% 52% 72% - 
2006 - - - 49% 
2007 71%  53%  79%  - 
2009 74%  55%  75%  - 
2011 69% 62% 75% 57% 
2012 66% 57% 71% 56% 
2013 59% 54% 65% 49% 
2014 69% 62% 75% 57% 

 

The public trust in the media has been constantly above the EU average. Traditionally, most trusted 

was radio broadcast, closely followed by television broadcast. Although in general all traditional 

media were consistently above 50%, this information is in itself little reveals little. The press but 

also television includes tabloid-style news reporting outlets with less trustworthy information. Yet a 

comparatively stable higher trust in the media in Slovakia than the EU average suggests that the 

media play a more important role than in other countries – indeed, in part, they supplemented, and 

sometimes replaced state authorities´ roles in dealing with wrongdoing, as will be shown in the next 

paragraphs. 

 

Investigative Journalism  

Investigative journalism generally consists of four main characteristics: a) the report is based on the 

initiative and work of the journalist; b) the report is on matters of public interest; c) secrecy of 

derived information is sought by some people or institutions, and it has d) the potential to cause 

public outrage (Školkay, 2001). It is further characterised by lengthy preparation and research, 

combined with an analysis of social and legal issues. Key areas of interest for investigative 

journalists usually include crime, corporate wrongdoing, political corruption, and public policy.  

Metyková and Waschková Císařová (2009) reiterate that Eastern European journalists face changes 

and challenges related to the ‘proletarization’ of journalistic work, commercial pressures, and 

‘dumbing down’, as well as changing work practices related to new technologies. Therefore, it is no 

surprise that Štetka and Örnebring (2013) found investigative journalism to be weak across Eastern 

Europe in general, in terms of autonomy and effects, although more powerful and well-established 

in countries with more stable and richer media markets (notably Estonia, Poland, and the Czech 

Republic).  

In Slovakia, many opportunities for investigative journalism exist due to the low ethics of the 

governance. Nicholson (2001) claims that journalists in Slovakia face political, economic and social 
                                                             
2 Data: Standard Eurobarometer survey, fall sessions.  Combined answers – „trust” and “tend to trust” 
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pressure, insomuch that their work often lacks precision and sometimes freedom, and occasionally 

face difficulties related to conflict of interest (see on this Media Pluralism Monitor 2015 – 

Results3). Despite the need for journalists to “serve the readers“, the vested interests of politicians 

and media owners to fulfill personal or professional ambitions sometimes influence the published 

work (see Piško, 2016; Clos, 2016; Šípoš, 2013, 2015a,b). Quite often, journalists also write and 

publish articles to oblige requests for publicity, thereby assuming the role of advertiser4. 

Zuzana Petková (2013), one of the few investigative journalists in Slovakia, observes that 

publishers cannot afford to pay journalists who would be devoted to full-time investigation resulting 

in a small number of professional investigative journalists.  
 

The News Media in the country and their relation to corruption stories  

In 2004, when the period under analysis starts, investigative journalism could be found in the 30-

minute weekly programme Reportéri (Reporters) on public TV. This programme is still being 

broadcast late in the evening, although in 2010 there was some indirect pressure to influence its 

content towards citizens’ issues.5 

In contrast, the weekly programme Čierny Peter (Black Peter) broadcast by news TV TA3 ended in 

2008 (partly due to pressure from management, although it was seen by some as the best 

investigative programme), followed by the termination of a similar weekly, but more tabloid, 

investigative programme Črepiny (Broken Bits) broadcast by TV JOJ in 2009, and finally, the 

weekly 15-minute investigative programme Paľba (Under Focus) on private TV Markíza was 

terminated in 2010 as well (due to the high cost of legal cases, but also due to decline of viewership 

ratings) (Glovičko, 2010).  

TV Markíza also terminated the weekly 30-minute programme Lampáreň (Public Voice) in late 

2013. However, this programme dealt almost exclusively with conflicts among common people or 

with authorities.  

There used to be a small investigative team on public radio in the period 2009-2012. 

In the print sector, a few investigative stories - of which at least one was related to broadly 

understood corruption - have been published each week for more than two decades by Plus 7 dní 

(Plus 7 Days). More serious investigative stories can still be found in the economic weekly Trend. 

Some investigative, corruption-related stories appear in the weekly .týždeň (A Week). The short-

lived (2002-2005) quality news and current affairs weekly Formát published many special 

                                                             
3 http://monitor.cmpf.eui.eu/mpm2015/results/slovakia/ 
4 See Slovak Press Watch,  Mr. THINK, Donath-Burson-Marsteller (2008, April), “Názory slovenských novinárov na 

vybrané otázky mediálneho prostredia”[Views of Slovak journalists on selected issues of the media environment], 
http://www.dbm.cz/pfile/2Vysledna%20sprava.pdf  

5 See http://www.rtvs.sk/televizia/archiv/10112 
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investigative stories, mostly written by  Vladimír Bačišin. Similarly, Čas (Time), a quality news 

and current affairs weekly that covered some corruption stories stopped its publishing in 2002. 

In the daily press, most investigative stories have been published in the newspaper Sme, followed 

by Hospodárske noviny, Pravda and tabloid newspapers Plus Jeden Deň and Nový Čas. 

 
Trends in investigative journalism and revealing corruption  

We can observe some contradictory trends in investigative journalism in particular, and in revealing 

corruption in general, since 2004 in Slovakia.  

On the one hand, while in the early 2000s (and as mentioned, still today) the majority of 

investigative reports was the result of leaks (Školkay, 2004), since 2010 investigative journalists are 

increasingly more successful in discovering their own stories. This is the result of availability of 

online information, including many public databases. 

Yet corrupt people and companies are increasingly using off-shore companies and third-person 

legal representatives to hide their corrupt activities and sources. 

On the other hand, as mentioned above, while private TVs stations especially have abandoned their 

investigative programmes, the webportal aktuality.sk actually established its own investigative team 

of journalists in October 2015 (see Petková, 2015). It should be noted here that another news portal, 

aktualne.sk is under control of Penta. Penta considered to support investigative journalism too6. 

Moreover, Denník N (Daily N), a new newspaper (since 2015), which is an offshoot of the Sme 

daily  puts a heavy focus on longer investigative articles and especially corruption. Most recently 

(2016), anti-corruption stories and commentaries produced under the umbrella Foundation Let us 

Stop Corruption have appeared in two weeklies, Trend7 and .týždeň8. Some bloggers seem to be a 

useful source of tips pointing toward possible corruption.  

 

Methodology  

In order to analyse the quality/professionality of journalistic work, we established a set of indicators 

or qualitative criteria. Although the Journalist’s Code of Ethics actually deals with individuals, we 

have to assume that the same rules, in the final analysis, apply to news outlets too. Therefore, these 

criteria are based on the Fundamental Values established in the Journalist’s Code of Ethics - article 

II: impartiality, balance, objectivity, honesty, truthfulness, responsibility and scrupulous fact-

checking. It would have been difficult to measure them independently as they are loosely defined. 

We therefore created three, empirically analysable, categories: objectivity (includes impartiality, 
                                                             
6 See MK, “V Pente chcú vlastnú investigatívnu žurnalistiku” (Penta plans to support own independent journalism), 

June 11, 2015,  http://www.omediach.com/tlac/item/6847-v-pente-chcu-vlastnu-investigativnu-zurnalistiku 
7 See e.g. http://www.etrend.sk/trend-archiv/rok-2015/cislo-24/schrankova-republika-slovensko.html 
8 See e.g. http://www.tyzden.sk/casopis/30887/model-za-bugarom-je-vilagi/ 
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balance, honesty, truthfulness, responsibility), verification of the facts (includes objectivity, 

honesty, truthfulness, responsibility, scrupulous fact-checking) and stating sources (includes 

impartiality, balance, objectivity, honesty, truthfulness, responsibility).  

First, under objectivity we analysed whether the journalists gave space to all parties involved. Did 

he or she show any signs of bias? The problem generally appearing in a large number of articles 

involved actually two separate issues: either no space was given to the accused persons, or they 

were not interested or available to comment. This questions the concept of journalistic objectivity. 

The usual problem of media coverage also lies in getting testimony of all the actors involved in a 

story covered by various media, and especially in corruption related cases. It is simply not possible 

for all the media to contact all the actors involved in the story. 

The approach suggested by the OSCE and the Council of Europe (and referred to in the ECHR 

ruling in the case Manole and Others vs. Moldova)9 that jointly published the “Benchmarks for the 

Operation of Public Broadcasters in the Republic of Moldova” suggests that media: 

“[...] should present a comprehensive description of events, reporting an issue in a reliable and 

unbiased way. The main differing views should be given due weight in the period in which the 

controversy is active”.  

In other words, objectivity is seen here as a long-term aspect of reporting and is not necessarily 

reflected in the assessment of every single article. Indeed, this was also revealed in our analysis of 

newspaper coverage. Newspapers by and large regarded the reporting on a case not as a set of 

various isolated stories but as a total and interconnected piece. However, the current regulations (the 

Code of Ethics and Law) do not allow use of such a liberal approach (although in broadcasting it is 

already an acceptable norm). 

Second, verification of the facts refers to the whole process of obtaining sources - how did the 

journalists verify their information? Usually, information is verified by the use of at least two 

mutually independent sources. The problem here is that even if there were used two sources, but 

these did not necessarily confirm one another or speak about the details of the same issue in an 

article.  

Third, journalists are always (with some legal and ethical exception which must be mentioned) 

obliged to state the source of information. Did he or she mention the source of information? When 

the main source mentioned is a wire agency, we do not expect other sources to be mentioned in the 

article.  

In addition, selecting case studies is also certainly a challenging task. There are two facets of this 

methodological debate: the first aspect is related to the working of the media, while the second 

                                                             
9 http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/sites/eng/pages/search.aspx?i=001-94075#{%22itemid%22:[%22001-94075%22]} 
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represents the scientific principles employed in selecting case studies reported by the media and 

used for further scientific analysis of corruption phenomena. 

The huge number of available cases (virtually in the hundreds) was further categorised into four 

groups, depending on the role played by the journalist and according to the Corvinus 

University/University of Perugia typology: enforcer/initiator (positive role – good practice), 

reporter/facilitator (positive role  – good practice), actively corrupted/collaborator (negative role – 

bad practice), and inactive/apathetic (negative role - bad practice). In this way we established a 

division of selected cases according to both key normative research criteria. 
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Case Study 1: Can a “Lone Wolf” quasi-investigative journalist 

substitute low functionality of the law enforcing system? 

 

 

 

 
1. Introduction  

 

Research in the fields of media or politics seldom focuses on complex issues concerning both 

disciplines and many problems are side-lined in public, academic, professional or media discourses. 

The outcome of individual investigative journalistic work proving the legal system’s low 

functionality, the ineffectiveness of the state administration tools and the failure of crime prevention 

is an example of such issue. Within the broad framework of journalism, the scope of investigative 

journalism is vital to the proper functioning of the political and economic systems. In reality, it acts 

as a beacon that highlights dysfunctions of the political and economic setup. 

The case study under review is the extraordinary story of the Italian journalist Tony Papaleo, who 

provided evidence to the Slovak and Hong Kong (HK) police proving that Slovak “businessman” 

and “journalist” Juraj Jariabka hired him for a money laundering operation to be routed through 

HK/Chinese banks in 2013. Papaleo’s effort resulted in a prompt prison sentence for Jariabka in 

HK. Papaleo who performed a great service to society by preventing this instance of money 

laundering, sadly, did not benefit in any way from the success of his independent investigative 

accomplishment. On the contrary, he lives in  poverty today, constantly fearful of becoming a target 

of revenge. 

The in-depth analysis of this case has brought two points to the light: firstly, that the inability of the 

Slovak police/prosecutors to put a check on the money laundering act was not entirely their fault – 

they were just obeying the law of the land. Secondly, we have observed that both tabloid and 

standard media (except for one Czech business oriented newspaper) displayed relatively low watch-

dog mentality coupled with with an inability to focus on remedial measures or broader 

social/legislative implications. Though the tabloid media and business newspapers did highlight this 

case more frequently than did quality papers, their objective pursued sensationalism, rather than 

calling for a modification of legislation or effecting a change in the approach of police/prosecutors.   
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The selected case is unique due to the fact that it does not fit into traditional definitions of 

corruption, i.e. it does not involve a public institution or public representative. Furthermore, this 

case was related to a huge fraud – more than €46 million had been stolen from the Czech saving 

cooperative bank10 resulting in a loss of savings for many citizens. Nevertheless, this one-of-a-kind 

story of quasi-investigative journalism and quasi–corruption is significant in suggesting complex 

legal constraints in dealing with Anti-Money Laundering (AML) operations, and its precise but 

ultimately ineffective application by local state authorities. This important finding exposes the 

weakness of law enforcement for handling corruption and AML activities operating in Slovakia and 

possibly in other EU countries with identical AML legislation. The multinational dimension of the 

case makes it interesting: the money was stolen in the Czech Republic, the money launderer was a 

Slovak citizen, the agent was an Italian citizen, and the bank was located in Hong Kong. 

Consequently, various national media provided diverse coverage.   
 

2. Role of the journalist – an analysis  

 

The story, which reads like a best-seller, began in 2012 when Papaleo chose the cover identity of a 

morally bankrupt, corrupt, substance-abusing, quasi-journalist named “Tony Corleone”. In disguise, 

Papaleo frequented bars in Bratislava, Slovakia, for a year. Whether this was a year-long 

undercover journalistic investigation, or a patient and purposeful “lying-in-wait” period for a 

potential victim is unclear. It seemed he behaved more like a freelance detective than an 

investigative journalist, although there is a category of undercover journalism.11  

In May 2013, an underworld acquaintance, Jozef “Dodo” Drlicka of Slovak nationality but with 

Austrian citizenship, approached him with an offer for a job in HK. Soon afterwards, Papaleo 

became acquainted with Jariabka, Drlicka´s business contact, and was promised €5,000 for being a 

“straw man” who would open accounts in his name in HK. Papaleo secretly recorded his 

discussions with Jariabka using a hidden camera (based on this evidence, the HK police would 

detain Jariabka in the immediate future). The footage played during the trial showed Jariabka and 

Drlicka convincing undercover Papaleo to take the job. Finally, Papaleo was taken to HK by 

Jariabka in 2013, and was asked to set up the bank accounts. Papaleo entered the banks, but merely 

feigned setting up accounts as he did not wish to participate in any criminal activity in HK.  

Papaleo then reported the case to the Slovak police but was dismissed, because Slovak legislation 
                                                             
10  See http://www.tezkyprachy.cz/policie-metropolitni-sporitelni-druzstvo-byl-tunel/ 
11 Undercover journalism is journalistic investigation  based on what the reporter experiences personally after covertly 

becoming part of the subgroup under investigation, see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Undercover_journalism which 
includes some notable undercover journalists, for example, see in more details on Günter Wallraff at 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G%C3%BCnter_Wallraff  
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does not consider an attempt at money laundering a criminal offence unless there is money present 

in a bank account, or physically in cash. Papaleo also claims that Jariabka was connected to 

Interpol´s most wanted Slovak citizen, and although he told this to the police, it did not change their 

decision. He therefore linked their refusal to the notion that Jariabka was was probably connected to 

influential Slovak businessmen with powerful political contacts.12 Nevertheless, this speculation 

cannot be proven and later analysis of Slovak legislation seems to indicate that the police´s 

unfortunate inability to act against Jariabka was based on the strict application of law.  

Papaleo then approached HK police, who promptly started an investigation and shortly afterwards 

successfully detained Jariabka. In September 2014, the court sentenced him to 4 years in a HK jail, 

the first individual ever to be punished for money laundering in HK.13 

The story of Papaleo has multiple international aspects. Antonio Aldo “Tony” Papaleo is an Italian 

who worked in the Czech Republic and Slovakia as a journalist. More specifically, he worked as an 

editor and deputy editor of the only online business and general political media published for Italian 

and English speaking foreigners living in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia. Papaleo was 

associated with the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists as a Regional Partner (for 

the Czech Republic and Slovakia). For some time, he was also a member of the Slovak Syndicate of 

Journalists (SSN), the largest journalistic organisation in Slovakia. Papaleo appreciated the rather 

inexpensive membership in all Slovak and Czech journalistic organisations, and lauded the fact that, 

in both countries, there was no compulsion for working journalists to be registered members of 

professional journalistic bars. This is in contrast to Italy where a journalist´s employment 

necessitates membership in the Italian Guil of Journalists (Ordine dei Giornalisti), which is a legally 

recognised “professional guild”. It is a corporatist, state-approved association with tough eligibility 

conditions and a relatively high annual membership fee. Compared to professional unions for 

journalists elsewhere in Europe, the ODG is quite a unique institution. Clearly, conditions laid out 

by both Italian law and market forces do not benefit independent investigative journalists, despite 

very encouraging and binding ethical-legal regulations for journalists.14 It appears that, in Italy, a 

rigid regulatory regime complicates entry into the journalistic labour market as an equal and fully 

paid professional. 

Be that as it may, returning to the international dimension of this case, the criminals had Slovak, 

Czech as well as Austrian citizenship, yet the money laundering attempt happened in HK. Also, the 

laundered money of dubious origin was supposed to come from the Czech Republic, although this 

                                                             
12  http://www.topky.sk/cl/10/1450275/EXKLUZIVNY-ROZHOVOR-s-Talianom--ktory-dostal-do-basy-Slovaka-za-

pranie-spinavych-penazi- 
13 See http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/article/1587945/slovak-businessman-sentenced-4-years-jail-

international-money  
14 See Charter of Duties of Journalists, http://ethicnet.uta.fi/italy/charter_of_duties_of_journalists 
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was never proved in court. Evidence, however, confirms the hypothesis.15 

The present case study does not fit entirely into an established typology. Rather, it is more like a sui 

generis type of quasi-journalistic activity. However, the journalist did not play the typical role of 

agent-provocateur, and the criminals would have involved somebody else for the “dirty work” 

anyway. The journalist did contact police early enough to obtain tools to legally monitor the illegal 

activity, which would have rendered it accountable in a court. The opportunity to publish this story 

first in the media, however, eluded him. The role of this journalist is therefore closest to 

enforcer/initiator (positive role) as he discovered and uncovered corruption (though it did not meet 

the norms of the standard definition of corruption), exposed criminal practices (which were not 

considered crime in the country where he worked, but were considered so abroad), and in addition, 

participated in the corruption case as the pseudo-agent.  

Moreover, it can be concluded that Papaleo actually did not meet the strict definition of 

investigative journalist.16 He did not publish a story about this case before he approached the police, 

probably due to fear of revenge based on the magnitude of the crime he had uncovered. Another 

reason could have been the desire to avoid a libel suit as he had recorded some private talks with 

Jariabka without prior official permission, an act considered illegal by Slovak legislation. Papaleo 

was thus in possession of incriminating evidence that he could not use before the court, and any 

attempt to do so would have been self-incriminating. 
 

3. The crime of money laundering  

 

Regulatory frameworks governing money laundering have become stricter over the last three 

decades and started to invite participation from more and more actors (Unger and den Hertog, 

2012). Governments and law enforcement bodies have developed an increasingly global, intrusive, 

and routine set of measures to thwart and discourage money laundering attempts. However, little is 

known about the outcomes of this system on laundering methods. The AML regime does facilitate 

investigation and prosecution of some criminal participants who would otherwise evade justice, but 

to a lesser degree than would be expected by advocates of “follow the money” methods (Levi and 

Reuter, 2006). Unger (2013) claims that over the last two decades, money laundering could hardly 

have decreased, possibly due to the broadening of the concept of money laundering itself (see 

Naím, 2008, 125-148). Very little professional laundering occurs in illicit markets. In some areas, 

such as the drug market, most individuals indulge in self-laundering and, contrary to other market 
                                                             
15 See for example, http://ihned.cz/c1-62918440-policie-zna-kuryry-kteri-v-cine-skryvali-penize-z-tunelovane-

zalozny, https://zpravy.aktualne.cz/denik-insider/policie-zna-kuryry-kteri-v-cine-skryvali-penize-z-tunelovane-
zalozny-mozky-akce-ale-stale-hleda/r~i:insider:article:44487/ 

16 See http://www.vydavatelia.sk/eticky-kodex-novinara-snn 
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roles, launderers are not particularly central players (Malm and Bichler, 2013). However, Soudijn’s 

(2014) research indicates that professional money launderers are often engaged in the trade (almost 

half of the files indicate the presence of such “specialists“), although the research data does not 

imply the absence of such specialists in the remaining half of the cases. After examination of the 

investigative strategy of each police investigation, it is evident that a strong correlation exists 

between the focus on financial matters at the beginning of an investigation and the presence of 

professional launderers. Similarly, Brown’s study (2013) shows that financial investigation does 

play a supportive role for other methods of investigation and lead to conviction (see personal account 

by a money-launderer Rijock, 2013). William (2012) advises that efforts to deter organised crime need 

to include support for the establishment of ad hoc enforcement agencies, infiltration of criminal 

networks, targeting the proceeds of crime, and statutes allowing prosecution for conspiracy or 

racketeering offences. It appears that Papaleo had worked along these lines. He succeeded in 

infiltrating a criminal network, in contrast to the slower initiative of the Slovak police. 

 

3.1. The AML in the EU, Slovakia and Hong Kong 

A thorough assessment of the case at hand, and identification of the roles played by both journalists 

and state authorities, would depend on answers to some highly relevant questions: What is the 

status of the AML regime in the EU in general and in Slovakia in particular? Why did the money 

laundering attempt take place in HK? Why did the Slovak police refrain from considering this case 

further, whereas the HK police and judiciary concluded that this was a clear attempt at money 

laundering?   

If the Slovak police were justified in rejecting this case - as further analysis suggests - then the 

problem lies within legislation. Another debatable point is that if Slovakia is a member of the EU, 

how could such a lapse be possible? Does it mean that the EU has a weak AML legislation? If this 

is indeed so, then the media/journalists are wasting time and effort in attempting to expose and avert 

attempts at money laundering or high crime in general. 

3.1.1. AML in the EU 

AML legislation in the EU is largely based on international standards adopted by the Financial 

Action Task Force (FATF). FATF is the principal global body handling problems like money 

laundering, financing of terrorism or other forces that threaten the stability and integrity of the 

international financial system. 
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The third EU Money Laundering Directive17 provides a consistent set of rules, and every member 

state was obliged to incorporate it into its legislation by December 15, 200718. Both the Czech 

Republic and Slovakia passed such laws in 2008.19  

 

3.1.1.2. AML in Slovakia 

The offence of money laundering in Slovakia comes under the purview of two legislative acts:  

(i) The Slovak Criminal/Penal Code expects physical existence of money of dubious origin at 

a particular time. In other words, no attempt at money laundering is actually expected or, at least, 

the money to be laundered must be first clearly identified. Based on the Penal Code (Section 234), a 

bank should issue warning signals after the money was laundered via foreign banks.  

(ii) The third EU Directive was exclusively implemented in Slovakia with Act No. 297/2008 

Coll. on the prevention of money laundering and terrorist financing. It does give sufficient space for 

the police to investigate suspicious activities related to the legalisation of proceedings against 

criminal activity as the money to be laundered does not have to be necessarily present or transferred 

in such case. 

The basic distinction between the AML Act and the relevant provisions of the Penal Code is in the 

purpose of the legal regulation. The AML Act is an administrative statute which regulates the duties 

of financial institutions and other relevant professions with the objective of preventing and 

detecting money laundering. In case of a breach of the AML Act´s provisions, a fine may be 

imposed on the concerned institution. This can happen even in the absence of money laundering, if 

the institution fails to implement any programme for combating AML, when it desists from 

reporting a suspicious transaction, or if it does not verifythe identity of a customer. On the other 

hand, the Penal Code regulates the criminal aspect of anti-money laundering by defining the 

criminal offences of legalisation regarding criminally gained income and the resultant prison 

sentence. The AML Act and the Penal Code operate in parallel, however, it does not mean that a 

certain activity has to fall within the jurisdiction of both. For example, failure to draft an adequate 

                                                             
17 See MEMO by the EC, Frequently asked questions: Anti-Money Laundering, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-

release_MEMO-13-64_en.htm?locale=en 
18 There is now fourth AML Directive, see Directive (EU) 2015/849 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 

20 May 2015 on the prevention of the use of the financial system for the purposes of money laundering or terrorist 
financing, amending Regulation (EU) No 648/2012 of the European Parliament and of the Council, and repealing 
Directive 2005/60/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council and Commission Directive 2006/70/EC, 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32015L0849 

19 See Act 253/2008 Sb, 
https://portal.gov.cz/app/zakony/zakonPar.jsp?idBiblio=67214&nr=253~2F2008&rpp=15#local-content, Act 
297/2008 Z. z http://www.minv.sk/?tlacove-spravy&sprava=od-1-septembra-2008-su-ucinne-nove-opatrenia-proti-
legalizacii-prijmov-z-trestnej-cinnosti 
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internal programme for combating money laundering may result in imposition of a fine, although 

this omission does not constitute a criminal offence (Lacko, 2015).  

 

3.1.2. AML in Hong Kong 

All Asian states except North Korea have signed the AML legislations, and have established a 

regional institution — the Asia-Pacific Group on Money Laundering — to promote and oversee the 

implementation of 40 Recommendations of the FATF in the region (Hameiri & Jones, 2015)20. The 

reason behind Jariabka’s attempt at money laundering in HK was simple – members of his criminal 

gang transferred money to various bank accounts of non-existent companies in HK in the form of 

“loans”. HK remains the second most secretive country in the world according to the Financial 

Secrecy Index 2015 (for situation in HK in the early 1990s see Robinson, 1995, 94-95).21 

After Jariabka’s trial was over, Standard Chartered PLC, the bank involved in this case, created the 

Board Financial Crime Risk Committee with board-level oversight of the group’s financial crime 

compliance programme since January 2015.22 It can be inferred that this was the beneficial result of 

the case. It is possible that the bank is innocent, as there was no transfer of money, although 

Papaleo claimed that he submitted invalid documents while opening bank accounts. 
 

4. The Slovak authorities in Jariabka’s case  

 

It is a matter of speculation as to why the Slovak police, in its implementation of the third EU Anti-

Money Laundering Directive, was so different in substance from the approach of the HK police and 

judiciary, as the Slovak courts certainly did not deal with this case. It therefore became essential to 

check reports from the Office of the Attorney General and the Financial Intelligence Unit of the 

National Criminal Agency of the Presidium of the Police Force (FSJ). FSJ is one part of a global 

network of Financial Intelligence Units, tasked with the application of international standards of the 

FATF in the area of combating money laundering and terrorist financing. The Office of the 

Attorney General is an independent government authority that protects legal rights and interests of 

individuals, legal entities and the state.   

The National Reports published annually by the Office of the Attorney General pay great attention 

to AML activities (PG, 2014). The Annual Report mentions that the Slovak legislation is at a 

somewhat lower hierarchy in the AML, while the AML was still not in accordance with the 

                                                             
20 For AML legislation in Hong Kong, see Anti-Money Laundering and Counter-Financing of Terrorism (AML/CFT), 

http://www.hkma.gov.hk/eng/key-functions/banking-stability/aml-cft.shtml 
21 http://www.financialsecrecyindex.com/ 
22 https://www.sc.com/en/news-and-media/news/global/2014-12-10-sc-forms-board-financial-crime-committee.html 
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expectations of the CoE - Moneyval Group (PG, 2014). It appears that the problem occurred in the 

absence of coherent and unified statistical output for all public authorities related to various cases 

of procedural legalisation of criminal activity (FSJ, 2014). Curiously enough, considering that the 

HK money laundering attempt was supposed to include money originating in the Czech Republic, it 

is interesting to note that the Joint Investigative Team was established for a two year period in May 

2013, specifically between Slovakia and the Czech Republic. This body was set up for tackling 

issues similar to the case study under review. Again, it is debatable whether the co-operation 

between the two nations was genuinely effective. 

The National Criminal Agency refused to comment on the police investigator’s questionable 

decision about the HK case (NKA, 2015). When the Office of the Attorney General was approached 

for further details, the Office of the Special Prosecutor provided an answer on July 17, 201523, 

validating the decision of the Slovak police to dismiss the case as:  

“[...] no conclusion was found about the happening of any criminal activity from which an 

income or property could appear again as a property or income in a line with the law.” (p.2) 

Was the lack of legal force or unwillingness to punish Jariabka in Slovakia linked to the high 

number of suspicious financial operations? In other words, were there perhaps too many dubious 

cases to investigate properly? According to its Annual Report, FSJ received 3,886 reports of 

unusual transactions in total in 2013, and surprisingly, the authors of the report were well aware of 

the dubious role of HK banks during that period (FSJ, 2014). The Annual Report claimed that the 

persons performing the transactions in such a sophisticated manner were citizens of Hungary or 

Romania, and most of the aggrieved people were of French nationality. Furthermore, in one case, 

the FSJ in cooperation with law enforcement authorities managed to secure the transferred “funds“, 

and in the second case, after the targeted postponement of funds by the FSJ to “the bank account 

prepared in advance“, the account holder returned the funds which prevented the shifting of income 

from criminal activity to other overseas bank accounts. 

The following chart (Table 1) of the FSJ (FSJ, 2014, 8) provides a comprehensive overview of the 

procedures and decision-making activities of police officers, as well as information submitted 

within the purview of the Criminal Procedure Code. The table throws light on some glaring facts: 

the relatively low amount of seized money recovered throughout the year from seven cases 

(approximately 5.7 million €), in comparison to the money  attempted to be laundered in this single 

case (46 million €).24 

 

                                                             
23  Letter VII/2 Gn 173/13/10000-16, Mgr. Stanislav, July 17, 2015, The Office of Special Prosecutor 
24 See http://www.tezkyprachy.cz/podilel-se-na-tunelovani-msd-ted-byl-odsouzen-v-hong-kongu-za-prani-spinavych-

penez/ 
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Table 1: Procedures and further steps of law enforcement authorities in 2013 

Procedures / further steps of LEAs Number of cases 

Commencement of criminal proceeding, Section 199 (of Code of Criminal Procedure) 26 
Commencement of criminal proceeding for Legalisation of the Proceeds of Crime 
pursuant to Section 233 and 234  6 

Commencement of criminal proceeding for different crime 22 

Indictments pursuant to Section 206 1 

Indictments for Legalisation of the Proceeds of Crime pursuant to Section 233 and 234  0 

Indictments for Credit Fraud pursuant to Section 221 2 

Dismissal of commencement of criminal proceeding pursuant to Section 197 (1) (d)  8 

Seizure of the funds pursuant to Section 95  7 
 
Unfortunately, the combination of the Penal Code and AML Act resulted in an inability to use the 

tip and evidence provided by Papaleo to follow the same legal-criminal path as the HK authorities. 

According to our verification with two independent lawyers (Lacko, 2015, Kukliš, 2015), the 

application of the AML Act and the Penal Code in Jariabka’s case was correct. As already 

mentioned, these two separate statutes regulate different aspects of AML The AML Act regulates 

the administrative side of the issue, and the threshold for establishing liability is lower. According 

to Section 2(2) of this act, the knowledge, intent and purpose may arise from the objective 

circumstances of the case with lesser considerations influencing the decision of punishment. In 

direct contrast, the Penal Code requires the intent of the offender to be proven.  

Mugarura (2014) is probably correct when he concludes that unless states first align themselves 

properly with pervasive global changes and challenges, they risk being continuously sidelined 

(swamped). This is not to say that no progress exists within the dimensions of criminal law and 

judicial cooperation in the EU. However, there are some legal and practical problems with 

integration of anti-criminal agencies into the national legal orders of member states (see Luchtman 

and Vervaele, 2014). Therefore, national authorities must act more effectively against international 

crime. One can add that pitfalls do exist with AML in Slovakia. According to Lacko (2015), with 

regard to criminal liability, the Penal Code could be amended to include the criminal offence of 

negligent legalisation of criminally gained income. The issue is, however, whether this amendment 

would improve criminal prosecution of relevant cases, and whether the focus should be classified as 

cases of negligence.  
 

5. Media coverage of the case  

 

With the drama being enacted by players of differing nationalities and in countries across the globe, 

it is entirely natural for international media coverage of the story to be rather unusual. The incident 
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was reported as a criminal court case with a journalist in a double role – as a key witness as well as 

a key source of information. It is however difficult to make generalisations about the role of 

Papaleo as a reporter/facilitator (positive role) type of investigative journalist, since the event 

inspired a varied number of articles.  

The scandal was rather differently covered by the media in various countries (until August 2015):  

(i) HK – The appeal of the topic in the local context called for wider media coverage in HK 

compared to other counties that had something in common with the case. Among the HK media, the 

story was well covered by the South China Morning Post (International Edition), which published 

key statements straight from the court supported by photographs from the court room. Altogether, 

the paper published 14 articles written by four authors, including one by the main actor, Papaleo. 

Other HK media, including one TV channel, accounted for a total of ten news items.  

(ii) Italy – From the perspective of the Italian journalists/media, Papaleo is native to Italy and 

adopted the name of a notorious, though fictitious, mafia gang leader. Media coverage by the Italian 

media, however, was lukewarm, with less than 10 contributions related to this topic. 

(iii) Slovakia – The interest and curiosity stemming from this issue may be attributed to the 

fact that the money launder Jariabka originated in Slovakia, and Papaleo’s trap was also set there. 

Despite the local context, the coverage of this story was very scarce in the majority of the Slovak 

media. The web portal of tabloid topky presented five substantial articles on this topic, while the 

daily Sme and online version of the daily Nový čas published just one article each on the topic. An 

online search of the websites of the daily Pravda and business daily Hospodárske noviny indicated 

that neither of them had reported the incident in any way, which is extremely puzzling. Could it be 

that the respective editors dismissed the incident as insignificant and with poor appeal to the 

readers? 

(iv) Czech Republic – Surprisingly, only scant mention of the scam occurred in the Czech 

media, although the stolen money was supposed to have come from this country. The Czech media 

merely highlighted the events surrounding the investigation, and a financial cooperative was 

promptly shut down following a national bank audit. The global implications of the criminal act 

were touched upon very briefly, or not at all. For instance, Mladá fronta DNES brought out six 

articles, of which only one referred to the international dimension of the crime. Lidové noviny 

issued nine reports about the collapse of the financial cooperative, but there was no mention of 

international consequences. The Czech business newspaper Hospodářské noviny published the 

highest number of articles (142), yet again, only a few of them regarded the crime as one with far 

reaching (literally and figuratively) effects. These findings suggest that the Czech media preferred 

to focus on the domestic aspects of the case, and it was left to the business orientated newspaper to 
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pay consistent and detailed attention to the story.  

Overall, the case progressed uneventfully (from the media perspective), without any attempt to 

squash publicity, although Papaleo himself believes that there were at least two menacing instances, 

and feels under threat ever since. The first instance took place on the opening day of his testimony, 

when Papaleo was allegedly threatened by the deputy head of the Slovak diplomatic mission to 

Beijing, China. During a brief court recess, the man allegedly displayed aggression towards 

Papaleo, “staring at him for about 10 seconds”. Following the incident, the judge ordered the police 

to make “appropriate inquiries”. Papaleo links this incident to the possibility that some top level 

Czech and Slovak politicians were behind the money laundering attempt. The second unpleasant 

experience occurred in Thailand where he and his girlfriend faced a life-threatening attack at the 

time of the court hearing in HK, in 2014. Papaleo was attacked by a group of teenage motorcyclists 

who took away his laptop and money. Thai police failed to find any links to the international money 

laundering case. Even if this attempt was aimed at harming the journalist retribution for his 

involvement in the criminal case, it could have been a vengeful act rather than an attempt to 

influence or suppress coverage of the case. Clearly, killing a key witness would only make the topic 

more sensational for the media and this attempted murder was indeed widely publicised. Reporters 

Without Borders launched an appeal for his safety, to which the Thai police responded by assigning 

a 24-hour private security guard for the hospitalised journalist. 

The role of inactive/apathetic (negative role) type of journalist/media can be assigned to all the 

other journalists and media that failed to give any importance to this particular scandal, which was a 

single-handed effort towards exposing reality. Some analysis of such behaviour has been presented 

in the previous pages, but to address this aspect once again, it may be said that the location of the 

drama was geographically too distant for prolonged sustained interest in the relevant countries. 

Moreover, Jariabka was unknown in Slovakia, both in the media and in business. Papaleo received 

some financial help from international journalistic organisations after the case became public; 

however, the funds were rather insufficient and, as a token of appreciation, Papaleo certainly 

deserved better. 

It should be mentioned here that a video of Papaleo discussing the case is available on YouTube, 

and it had earned more than 10,000 views as of July 28, 2015.25 

 

                                                             
25 Kauza Hong-Kong: Prepralo sa 500 mil. EUR z Česka a Slovenska, by Martin Daňo, 13 February 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cro_Jr7R1JQ 
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6. Conclusion  

 

The present case study is rather unusual, and may be regarded as a deviant or sui generis case 

demonstrating how a single individual, loosely defined as an investigative journalist and quasi-

freelance private detective without institutional or financial backing, exposed and foiled an attempt 

at international money laundering. The study is an undeniable illustration of the expanding typology 

of the role which a journalist or media can assume, and which would allow them to deal with a 

corruption case rather than merely report it. 

The case was extensively covered in Hong Kong in both English and Mandarin, but less so in 

Thailand and Italy. Media houses in the original starting point of the dramatic event, Slovakia and 

the Czech Republic, were either guarded or tepid in their response, resulting in very modest 

coverage of the incident. No major legal or personal consequences were visible in Slovakia, nor did 

the scandal become the subject of vociferous public or political debate. Hong Kong reacted 

promptly by introducing strictures in their local banks as a protection against money laundering 

attempts. The major outcome of the incident was definitely the imprisonment of the kingpin, or 

“journalist/businessman”, in Hong Kong, following a court trial in the state.  

The lesson learned from the episode is that a journalist can, by the strength of his own 

determination and initiative, become an “initiator”, and reveal and revert what would otherwise 

have become a major corruption issue of international dimensions. The role of facilitator played by 

Slovakia due to its liberal working conditions for journalists – in contrast to some other countries 

like Italy – should not be ignored. At the same time, this may not have been absolutely necessary as 

there is minimal likelihood that the sentenced Jariabka would have asked Papaleo to prove his 

credentials. 

Upon analysis, at least two politically and socially pertinent aspects of this case have given rise to 

concern. In the first place, politically, there was a clear deficiency in the AML Act. Despite having 

a specialised police agency, multinational and bilateral cooperation in AML, and access to many 

sources of information including the proceedings of various conferences and seminars on AML, the 

police and prosecutors in Slovakia were prevented from performing their duty by the very nature of 

this legislation. If it had not been for Papaleo, Jariabka may have succeeded in laundering the stolen 

money in Hong Kong. Some criminals connected with the case were arrested by the Czech police, 

who were in constant touch with the Slovak police. The whereabouts of the stolen money, however, 

still remains a mystery.  

Other factors can also demonstrate differences regarding AML in both HK and Slovakia: (a) the 

substantive provisions (defining what constitutes the criminal offence of legalisation); (b) 
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procedural rules (e.g. the admissibility of evidence), and (c) the actual application of law by 

authorities. Moreover, one case can hardly form a basis for solid comparison.  

Secondly, and socially, the matter of concern is the fate of Papaleo who did not benefit from his 

investigative and crime preventing endeavour. A more systematic approach is needed in order to 

help independent investigative journalists, such as the possibility of a substantial monetary reward, 

or awarding them a percentage of the total amount saved. Such a system of reward actually forms 

part of the Slovak anti-corruption legislation which was passed after completion of this case. It is 

unfortunate that Papaleo will not be able to benefit from this law in any way, although it is certainly 

hoped that many other investigative journalists will do so in the future. 
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Case study 2: “Dangerous liaisons” between politicians and 

journalists in the context of wiretapping of journalists 

 

 

 

 
1. Introduction26 

Relatively few publicly-known cases in which the most popular commercial media have 

uncritically supported politicians or political parties have occurred in recent years in Slovakia. 

In general, the major media in the country strive to show their independent stance vis-a-vis 

politicians and political parties (for recent negative examples see MEMO98, 2016 and Piško, 

2016). Although many cases of particular utilisation of public media as a form of propaganda 

machine were reported in the 1990s, major collaboration between the media and politicians in 

power slowly evaporated from 2000 onwards. This was mainly due to the de-politicisation of 

a previously extremely politically polarised society and, at the same time, commercialisation 

of the media, and partly due to the growth of modern ICT and generally accessible alternative 

sources of information on the Internet or in cable/satellite broadcast. The ICT also made it 

possible to make public information that otherwise would be difficult to publish in the media, 

due to fears of expensive libel cases. This issue also was behind this case, as well as behind an 

even more explosive corruption case a month later.27 Yet, it should be noted here that new 

local media owners seem to get involved in the media business not only for profit making 

(Kernová, 2015). In general, the ethical-professional guidelines of journalists explicitly 

demand a high level of impartiality and balance.28 Therefore, although it is more likely to be 

accepted when the media as institutions show a certain tacit bias towards certain politician or 

a political party, it is much more difficult to accept such bias, or, indeed, collusion (defined as 

the dynamics of everyday interaction between politicians and journalists which occurs when 

these interactions threaten or subjugate the operational autonomy of the media to political 

requirements), in the case of individual journalists in key news media. The occasional cases 

                                                             
26 The paper was written with a contribution by Alena Ištoková, Ľubica Adamcová and Veronika Džatková. 

Internal reviews were conducted by Jozef Hajko, Nicholas Charoon and Juraj Filin 
27 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gorilla_scandal 
28 See Code of Ethics of a Journalist, http://trsr.sk/dokumenty/eticky-kodex-novinara-uinny-od-1-1-2011 
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where media or journalists appear to secretly collaborate with politicians thereby have the 

potential to become major political and media scandals. This case study reports on what can 

be called a dubious cooperation between the then Member of the Slovak Parliament Robert 

Kaliňák and Vanda Vavrová, a journalist for the daily newspaper Pravda. The controversial 

case focuses on the attempts by Kaliňák, who was also vice-chairman of the then opposition, 

leftist political party Smer-SD, to influence journalistic output. 

The relationship between sources and journalists has been the subject of many studies. Most 

scholars point out that the closeness that exists between them may be very dangerous for  the 

practice of good journalism (Tunstall, 1970). At this reagrd Sigal talks of “brotherhood” 

(Sigal, 1973), Miller of “symbiosis”  (Miller, 1978) and Cook of “sleeping together” (Cook, 

1989).  

This story is, however, related to the wider problem of illegal wiretapping of various 

journalists and other public figures either in the context of alleged concern over state security 

and military secrets, or with reference to the collection of scandalous information concerning 

political or business opponents. It should be noted here that a journalist from the weekly 

Žurnál, Patrícia Poprocká (Ďurišová), was wiretapped in connection with possible leaks of 

confidential information by the secret service already in 2007, as Žurnál reported about leaks 

of classified documents from the Military Counterintelligence Service (MCI). This case 

happened under the Ministry of Defence (MoD) run by a representative from the Smer-SD 

party (Boyd, 2011). However, no major scandal with political consequences resulted at that 

time,29 although the case was widely discussed in the media. In fact, initially, the editor-in-

chief and journalist from the weekly Žurnál received a fine from the National Security 

Authority which was later cancelled by the Supreme Court. Moreover, as stated by former 

Minister of Defence Ľubomír Galko, wiretapping operations have been regarded as standard 

operations by Military Defence Intelligence (MDI) or by MCI under any government (Galko, 

2011). Yet, as will be shown, the wiretapping operation actually downplayed the collusion 

case, as well as possible corruption case(s) at the MoD. This last issue is also of importance 

here - perhaps more important in itself than the two previous ones. 

 

2. The role of the media in a liberal democracy  

 

One of the fundamental features of a liberal democratic political system is the existence of 

free and independent media. The key political roles of the media include providing 
                                                             
29 See http://www.visegradgroup.eu/news/ex-slovak-defence 
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information, checking the accountability of public figures and authorities, and creating a 

space for public debate. However, the media can also represent vested interests. Collusion 

seems to be occasionally present even in the leading agenda setting newspapers (Greenwald, 

2012). Some also argue that collusion is rather typical of the whole media sector in some 

countries (Oborne, 2012; Orme, 1997), while others document collusion in the particular field 

of business and financial journalism (Butterick, 2015). A recently hyped case from Hungary, 

where the executive director of Hír TV, the cable news channel, openly admitted previous 

long-term, behind the scenes cooperation with the ruling government (Adam, 2016),30 can 

serve as a perfect example of large-scale collusion in practice. 

The other part of the story concerns wiretapping operations focused on journalists. Is this 

activity, if focused on journalists/media, always illegal in a liberal democracy, as suggested 

by the then Prime Minister Iveta Radičová?  

In order to identify whether the media are fulfilling their expected positive political functions, 

one of the founders of communications studies, Harold Lasswell, devised the famous 

Lasswell Formula, which suggests that a convenient way to analyse an act of communication 

is to answer the following questions: Who Says / What / In Which Channel / To Whom / With 

What Effect? Although this analytical approach seemed to be particularly applicable to the 

study at first, the research itself has revealed a complex, multilayered structure of political-

media communication in this case. Therefore, this rather simplistic and linear model had to be 

abandoned as an analytical method. Yet the elementary structure of the formula has been 

maintained within the framework, due to its explanatory effectiveness in contrast to the 

complex phenomenon of underlying noise in the studied case. 

Regarding the more complex and current analytical approach, Pfetsch (2013) and her 

colleagues have suggested that collusion has two dimensions. 

First, and less frequent, is the effect of political orientation, which provides a stronger 

measure of collusion based on general ideological alignment. Second, and more frequent, is 

the propensity of politicians to pass on information to journalists with a similar ideological 

orientation, which should be seen as a measure of strategic and issue-specific collusion (or 

politicisation).  

Based on these two key distinctions, Pfetsch (2013) has defined four specific political 

communication journalistic cultures. (1) A media driven political communication culture 

occurs when politicians influence the media agenda weakly, and indirectly (back stage 

                                                             
30 For the original transcript of the interview see: https://www.mediapiac.com/mediapiac/Tobb-nezo-jott-mint-

ment/112473/ 
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strategies). (2) Strategic political communication culture refers to political influence over the 

media agenda which is strong, but indirect (e.g. via back stage strategies or via opinion polls). 

(3) Traditional political communication culture occurs when the media political reporting is 

under political or economic pressure but with substantial political impact by the media 

themselves. The politicians maintain pressure on the media without adapting themselves to its 

requirements. Finally, there is a (4) mixed political communication culture in which neither 

media nor politics are regarded as dominant. 

Considering these categories, it could be said that the Slovak example suggests – if this is 

seen as a prevailing or representing a more general trend – that a media driven political 

communication culture occurs in the country. Kaliňák clearly used the backstage strategy of 

communication with the media to influence his desired agenda, because he had no chance of 

succeeding in his mission by direct pressure over the daily as a whole. 

However, while considering this case as an exception to the rule (as all reactions suggest), 

then the mixed political communication journalistic culture is more likely prevailing within 

the republic.  

 

3. Control analysis: the background of PRAVDA  

 

For the purpose of the study, the question of “Who?” has been associated mainly with control 

analysis.31 Generally in mass communication, the communicator is not one person, but some 

organised institutions, in this case the daily newspaper Pravda. The daily Pravda has been 

owned by the Florena company32 since 2010. Nonetheless, there are some puzzling issues 

behind the Florena company as well. First, Florena was exclusively involved in the property 

business. Second, their official representative is a single person. Third, the company’s 

headquarters is in Prague, in the Czech Republic. This is not necessarily unusual. Finally, the 

owners are de facto anonymous – these are shareholders. The business deal was facilitated by 

the Slovak investment group J&T (Folentová, 2010), which is in itself an unusual approach, in 

contradiction with the much cherished transparency of media ownership, as the financial 

group is seen by some as being linked to the political party Smer-SD33. However, these claims 

                                                             
31 Who owns this newspaper? What are their aims? What are their political allegiances? Do they attempt to set 

the editorial policy? Does the fact that they are leftist account for the newspaper’s repeated attacks on the 
right political parties? Are they subject to any kind of legal or ethical constraints?  How does the editor 
decide what to put in the paper? 

32 See http://rejstrik-firem.kurzy.cz/28864867/florena-as/ 
33 See J&T, not dated, http://zastavmekorupciu.sk/subjects/jt, Konštantín Čikovský, March 12, 2015, Štátna 

pošta zachraňuje J&T a ďalších partnerov Smeru (State Post Saves J&T and other partners of Smer), 
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are difficult to confirm or dismiss, although some changes in staff and editorial policy were 

noted shortly afterwards (see Struhárik, 2010).  

The Pravda daily has repeatedly defined itself as liberal-left.34 Considering that Pravda has 

declared its ideological orientation as liberal-left, it is a little surprising and suspicious that 

some of its journalists are seen as close to the social democratic political party Smer-SD. 

Smer-SD itself was, at the time of the scandal, the only relevant leftist political party in 

Slovakia and has been in government since 2012. In general, Pravda´s readership represents 

approximately 7 per cent of the total relevant population.  

The actual collaboration between Kaliňák and Vavrová began in 2009 and neither has denied 

that they know each other well. In fact, Vavrová had to leave Pravda in the summer of 2009 

due to a text message she sent by mistake to her colleague instead of to Kaliňák. The message 

contained Vavrová’s opinion about internal office affairs (Glovičko, 2011a). However, 

Vavrová returned to her position during the spring of 2010, when the new editor-in-chief 

employed her again.35 

The transcript of one of the wiretapped phone calls, made in July 2011, was published online 

on 23rd November, 2011. It was also mailed to the editors-in-chief of leading newspapers, 

including the newspapers Pravda and Nový Čas, as well as the television news channel TA3, 

which carried the story the next day (see SITA, 2011; TASR, 2011a). This transcript 

portrayed a new collusion between Vavrová and Kaliňák. The problem of the influence of 

vested interests on the media or journalists in Slovakia is not new, and journalists themselves 

report occasional pressures from individuals or institutions in various state and private sectors 

(see Slovak Press Watch, Mr. THINK & Donath-Burson-Marsteller, 2008). 

 

4. Content analysis: recorded conversations between Vavrová and Kaliňák  

 

Lasswell’s model (1948) extends the notion of “Who?” by further questioning for “What?”, 

i.e. what message has been communicated. To explore this part of media communication he 

employs content analysis and regarding this particular issue, the main analysis has to be 

focused on the actual conversation between Vavrová and Kaliňák. The scandal became 

famous under the nickname used by the politician to address the journalist in their dialogues, 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
https://dennikn.sk/70626/statna-posta-zachranuje-jt-dalsich-partnerov-smeru/, Miroslav Kern,  September 13, 
2013, Spojenie „Fico a J&T“ môže zľudovieť (Term „Fico a J&T“ can become popular), 
http://domov.sme.sk/c/6933988/spojenie-fico-a-jt-moze-zludoviet.html 

34   See http://www.pravda.sk/info/7036-o-nas/ 
35 See: http://spravy.pravda.sk/autor/128-vavrova-vanda/ 
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Babe. Kaliňák used jovial and informal language in the recorded conversations, as well as 

vulgarisms with respect to her journalistic colleague (TASR, 2011a). The actual content of the 

dialogue was mainly focused on a request by Kaliňák to publish news of a rather minor 

breach of the law committed by the then Minister of Defence (MD) Ľubomír Galko (he was 

apparently driving too fast). Kaliňák also put pressure on Vavrová by emphasising the fact 

that he was considering stopping divulging secrets to her and turning to another daily – 

namely the liberal-right Sme, the main competitor of Pravda, which would publish the 

scandalous news more promptly (Czwitkovics, 2011a). 

After the transcript of the dialogue between Vavrová and Kaliňák was made public, MD 

Galko accused Kaliňák of having inappropriate influence over Pravda. In response, Kaliňák 

blamed Galko for the illegal wiretapping of a private communication between him and 

Vavrová via the MDI (Kováč & Vargová, 2011). Yet, as it turned out, the communication-

analytical model of H. Lasswell (1948) is only partially applicable to the wiretap practices 

mentioned. There are some caveats. One of the main reasons is the complex multilayered 

background of the actual case. Vavrová was not the only journalist, who was monitored by the 

Military Defence Intelligence, and the scandal behind her conversations with Kaliňák was 

only part of a much larger questionable wiretapping operation, which is analysed in depth in 

the following chapter. 

The other reason for Lasswell’s linear model inadequacy in this case is the problem with the 

message itself. First, it was never published as the scandal overtook the main reason of 

Kaliňák’s pressure on Vavrová. Second, Nora Slišková, the editor-in-chief of Pravda, 

resolutely and immediately denied knowing about any close collaboration between Vavrová 

and Kaliňák (Czwitkowics, 2011). That was most likely true, by reason that Kaliňák himself 

complained about lack of influence on Slišková during the recorded conversations. 

It seems that in this case the daily Pravda served as a tool under politicians indirectly (via 

affiliated businesspeople or ideologically close journalists), occasionally and with soft 

control, based more on personal than institutional or ownership allegiances. Therefore, a more 

nuanced categorisation suggested by Pfetsch above seems to be more suitable for the purpose 

of this study (although Lasswell´s model still works fine as a skeleton for further in-depth 

analysis). Regarding the overall recent (2014-2015) trends towards oligarchisation of the 

media in Slovakia, one can expect that Slovakia will move or is already tacitly moving 

towards a traditional political communication journalistic culture in the near future. Of course, 

oligarchisation may not mean weakening of political influences – these may even increase at 

the same time. 
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Finally, the Press Act36 as well as the Code of Ethics of a Journalist guarantee confidentiality 

of sources. Apparently, it was exactly this issue that made journalists and the media in general 

(not only Pravda) so furious about the wiretapping operation. 

 

5. Audience analysis: the secret service materials and influence over the media 

output  

 

The “Babe” case has two important aspects. Firstly, there is apparently a too close 

cooperation between a politician and journalist, and secondly, there is the alleged illegal 

wiretapping of three journalists from the daily newspaper Pravda and other civil persons. 

Considering Lasswell’s formula (1948) as the framework for analysis of this case, the 

importance of the audience has to be noted, thus bringing the audience analysis into the “To 

Whom?” question. Clearly, after transcripts of the recorded conversations were leaked to the 

media, the audience became the shocked Slovak public. However, the background of the 

whole case is more complicated, and the question for the intended audience of the underlying 

message is more complex, if explored from a different perspective. 

Örnebring (2012) observed that the media in western societies are in many ways used for 

communication between elites, and the goal of PR is often communicating with other elites, 

rather than directly with the general public. Davis (2002) also discussed a number of media 

practices and uses of media for communication primarily aimed at other elites, so-called elite-

to-elite communication. This could be, for example, getting positive media coverage as part of 

internal party leadership struggles, or blocking public debate (by blocking media access) on 

strategically problematic and risky political issues. However, for the purpose of this study, 

probably the most important practice in this kind of media usage is influencing policy 

decisions by leaking information to either boost one’s own side or discredit/weaken the 

opposite side in policy conflicts (see Davis, 2002). 

After the case was revealed, Galko had to leave the office. The the Prime Minister Iveta 

Radičová dismissed him over an illegal operation via MDI to eavesdrop on the director of 

TA3 news channel Michal Gučík and Pravda journalists Vanda Vavrová, Patricia Poprocká 

and Peter Kováč as well as other persons.   

Kaliňák believed that the real source of leaked information about his conversations with 

Vavrová was Galko himself. He justified his opinion on the grounds that Galko had 

commented in a recent briefing that he would make public information about collaboration 
                                                             
36 See http://www.culture.gov.sk/ministerstvo/legislativa/pravne-predpisy-v-oblasti-kultury-19b.html 
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between a politician and journalist in the near future (TASR, 2011a).  Furthermore, Kaliňák 

suggested that there was clear evidence against Galko in his own blog. Galko apparently 

advised readers to discount information published in the daily Pravda pointing out the the 

connection between the daily’s journalists and opposition politicians, which he intended to 

reveal (Kováč, 2011). On the other hand, Galko denied the accusations and announced that 

Kaliňák was de facto steering Pravda. 

In fact, it was argued that the political atmosphere in the country probably helped the case to 

gain publicity and the tacit influence perhaps helped to discredit one side of the conflict rather 

than the other. For example, it is rather questionable and surprising that minister Galko was 

dismissed so promptly, only one day after the scandal was published, as he actually argued 

that the case was just a ruse to have him dismissed due to his anti-corruption efforts in the 

MoD (see Galko, 2011). The political context played role here too. The wiretapping affair 

erupted a month after the Parliament failed to approve a vote which was connected with a 

vote of confidence in the government on 10th October, 2011. As a result, the government had 

to resign. In this vote, Galko’s SaS party played a key role.  

The subsequent political grudge between Kaliňák and Galko was closely followed and 

commented on by the media and representatives from across the political spectrum. This 

particular exchange of attempts to discredit and mutually accuse via the media is a clear 

example of elite-to-elite communication. The dominant perception, particularly common 

among politicians, is that media influence is sought because the media are very powerful in 

shaping public opinion and they also serve as important tools for elite-to-mass communication 

(Örnebring, 2012). Therefore, both the reciprocal accusations between Kaliňák and Galko and 

the scandal behind the whole case were most likely driven by a combination of elite-to-elite 

and, less so, elite-to-mass communication practices. 

6. Media analysis: the investigation of the wiretapping and the media output  

 

Considering Lasswell’s formula, it is necessary to analyze the particular media (media 

analysis) where the content was published, in this case the whole Slovak media spectrum as 

the wiretapping practices gained huge publicity. The transcripts were published in all leading 

newspapers and the mutual exchange of offences and accusations between Kaliňák and Galko 

were closely followed and commented by coalition and opposition politicians alike (see 

TASR & SITA, 2011; Petková, Kern & Tódová, 2011). 

We focused on only three newspapers here: the liberal-left Pravda, the liberal-right Sme and 

the business-economy paper Hospodárske noviny.  
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According to Örnebring (2012), media can be cast in two main roles: (1) as resources used by 

political parties to communicate with masses (or with each other) in order to influence the 

voters as explained before, and (2) as part of the forces arrayed against clientelism, with the 

media acting as a watch-dog, thus exposing illegal practices and networks. The latter role 

seems to apply to the overall media coverage of the studied case. It has to be pointed out that 

the whole media spectrum has closely followed the initial wiretapping case, as well as the 

particular accusations of Kaliňák and Vavrová, and the subsequent investigation until the 

present day. Yet, as will be argued later, the media also ignored the wider context - Galko´s 

corruption fight at the Ministry of Defence. 

At first sight, it appeared that the affair would be investigated without delay. The Prosecutor 

General began an investigation into the case of wiretapping of a journalist on 24th November, 

2011. Galko also announced that one employee was responsible for leaking the information 

from the MDI. In the summer of 2015, the prosecutor filed a suit against five officers from the 

MDI for the illegal wiretapping of civilians. They were accused of 18 offences, and altogether 

of having violated the rights of 13 people (Stupňan, 2015). Galko, a former MoD, was 

acquitted of illegal actions in this affair and some justification was also acknowledged in the 

reasons given for part of the wiretapping. Moreover, the results of the investigation published 

in February 2016 proved that, first, Galko was not legally responsible for any wiretapping, 

and second, the wiretapping of journalists, in contrast to the wiretapping of other persons, was 

legal (STV News, 23rd February 2016). It is interesting to note, though, that Pravda published 

a lead article with this news the next day, but did not mention at all that the wiretapping of the 

journalists was legal (Pravda, 24th February 2016 and online version 23rd February 201637). 

Actually, even when the prosecutor dropped further investigation of this case for the first time 

in September 2015, especially the part related to the wiretapping of journalists, it was 

received by and large with lukewarm attention from the media (see Galko, 2015). This could 

only be partly explained by the distance from the original event. In other words, for much of 

the media this news did not fit into their criterion of ‘topicality,’ although one could also 

assume that if the results of the investigation had been different, then the media interest might 

have increased. 

Regarding the analysis of the overall media output, the follow up of the case can be 

considered as relatively highly professionalised. Yet, in general, the media played a 

questionable role in the wiretapping affair.  If the quantitative aspect (the number of published 

articles related to the controversial case) is taken into account, Pravda most often reported on 
                                                             
37 See http://spravy.pravda.sk/domace/clanok/384524-galkovi-tajni-idu-pred-sud/ 
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the wiretapping case. However, this is not surprising, since the daily was dealing with an 

affair involving one of its own journalists, and the reports mostly carefully avoided 

elaborating the case of the recorded conversations and focused on the initial wiretapping, with 

emphasis on the breach of media freedom. In addition, Nora Slišková, the Editor-in-Chief of 

Pravda, believed that her newspaper was the key target (Slišková, 2011). Allegedly, the MDI 

was curious about the journalist’s sources related to the activities of the MoD or MDI 

(Pravda, 2011b). According to the MDI, there was a potential risk that Vavrová could conduct 

business with confidential material about the secret service and, moreover, that she 

communicated with former and contemporary employees of the MDI. However, the 

publication of the transcripts proved that the conversation between Kaliňák and Vavrová did 

not contain any potential threat to national security.  

 

6.1 Quantitative analysis of the quality of journalistic work 

For the quantitative analysis of the quality of journalistic work, we established own 

methodology described in common introduction to this chapter. The period of analysis 

consisted of the first two weeks after the broke. Moreover, considering that there were 

actually at least three issues present in many articles (wiretapping, the unethical behaviour of 

a journalist, the corruption-political fight), we assessed these events independently. Most 

articles contained only one aspect, but in some cases a particular article included three parts of 

the story. In the case of commentaries, these were analysed separately and we focused only on 

the frames used in these commentaries.  

Table 1 below shows the quantitative coverage. Clearly, Pravda devoted the greatest attention 

to the wiretapping/collusion affair(s), especially in commentaries and editorials.  
 

Table 1: Number of articles about the case 

Number and percentages of articles 
  Pravda % SME % HN % 

News articles about wiretapping 19 26 17 32 14 38 
Editorial, commentary, opinions about 
wiretapping 36 50 17 32 9 24 

Other articles related to the case (such as how 
intelligence services operate, how Galko performed 
as minister, what is general official approach 
during wiretaping, etc) 

17 24 20 37 14 38 

Total 72 100 54 100 37 100 
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In general, Pravda was logically under more moral pressure by its journalistic peers and 

general public, and that is perhaps why it also offered more analytic and topical news and 

commentaries to its readers than either Sme or HN. 

Table 2 shows the results of the analysis of objectivity, verification and sources of 

information in the case of MDI’s wiretapping of journalists. 

Surprisingly, Pravda (almost equally with Sme) was the most objective news outlet regarding 

the reporting on wiretapping. However, in the case of verification of data, the results were 

opposite. Finally, sources were correctly mentioned in all the analysed outlets with a minor 

deviation in the case of Pravda.  
 

Table 2: Objectivity, verification, source of information with regard to wiretapping (%) 

 Objectivity Verification Source Number of 
investigated articles 

Pravda 79,00 58,00 95,00 19 
SME 75,00 75,00 100,00 17 
HN 57,00 79,00 100,00 14 

 
Table 3 presents the results of the analysis of objectivity, verification, sources of information 

in Kaliňák/Vavrová collusion. Considering the low number of articles that dealt with this 

issue, we have come to the conclusion that the wiretapping affair actually silenced the issue of 

unethical journalistic behaviour in the media discourse. In a sense, this was logical, since 

there was no controversy – all the media condemned (or denied) this behaviour, including 

Pravda.  
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Table 3: Objectivity, verification, source of information with regard to Kaliňák - Babe 

(Vavrová) (%) 

 Objectivity Verification Source Number of 
investigated articles 

Pravda 0,00 50,00 100,00 2 
SME 0,00 50,00 100,00 2 
HN 0,00 100,00 100,00 1 

 
In the case of missing objectivity, it was probably too demanding to be achieved in every 

single news report. However, it should be noted here that this multiple scandal actually may 

have also suppressed other issues of great importance such as various corruption cases, 

including, for example, the Mokys scandal (see Galko, 2011).38 We have been able to find 

only 4 articles (2 in Sme and 2 in HN) exclusively earlier criminal corruption charges raised 

by Galko directly, and 5 more articles (all in HN) discussing wiretapping and collusion 

together with criminal charges or earlier criminal investigation of corruption at the Ministry of 

Defence and possible revenge by vested interests against Galko.  

Tables 4 below shows the same content based on the type of media framing. Framing is a way 

to make sense of reported events by connecting an event with similar facts, interpreting the 

situation, underlining the atmosphere within which the collusion case takes place, and so on 

(see Entman, 1993). We used the following categories: positive (1-behaviour or action was 

seen as having some positive aspects), negative (2-behaviour or action was seen as negative), 

negative and positive (3), neutral (4), impossible to determine (5). 
 

Table 4: Frame with regard to wiretapping 

  Newspaper 1 
(positive) 

2 
(negative) 

3 
(negative 

and 
positive) 

4 
(neutral) 

5 
(impossible 

to 
determine) 

Number of 
investigated 

articles 

News 
articles  

Pravda 0,00 68,40 10,50 21,10 0,00 19 
SME 6,30 12,50 18,80 62,50 0,00 17 
HN 0,00 35,70 7,10 50,00 7,10 14 

Editorial, 
commentary, 

opinions 

Pravda 5,70 85,70 0,00 5,70 2,90 35 
SME 11,80 64,70 5,90 5,90 11,80 17 
HN 33,30 44,40 22,20 0,00 0,00 9 

    

We can see that there were two dominant frames in news articles in reaction to the 

wiretapping part of the affairs: either negative – especially in Pravda, or mostly neutral (Sme) 

and neutral as well as negative (HN). Similarly, framing in commentaries was especially 

negative in Pravda, followed by Sme and HN. 
                                                             
38 See http://spectator.sme.sk/c/20049358/costly-military-communication-project-to-finish-finally.htm 
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Only a few news articles and commentaries were issued on the topic of the impropriety of the 

relationship between Kaliňák and Vavrová, compared with the wiretapping issue. 
 

7. Conclusion: effects analysis 

 

The aim of this case study has been to analyse the various aspects of dubious behaviour and 

the double role played by the political machinery and the media and on the tacit political 

influence on media coverage. 

Every journalist attempts to find and publish valuable or unique information. In cases where it 

is clear that the information belongs to classified materials, secret services have the right, 

following court approval, to wiretap suspected individuals. Wiretapping via the MDI was thus 

not entirely illegal and, perhaps paradoxically, one can argue that without the wiretapping, 

this case of collaboration between a journalist and politician would not have become known. 

All the newspapers took a mostly critical stance towards the alleged abuse of political powers 

in their commentaries (although in Galko’s case it was based on unfair judgment) and 

journalistic rights and duties (although in the Vavrová case, she remained in journalism). This 

can be considered a rare professional-ethical unity about common professional norms and 

values. However, a more detailed analysis revealed that the quantity of reporting about the 

wiretapping affair actually helped to downplay the Babe case in general, and Pravda 

produced the most news articles about the wiretapping (19), which were supported by 

markedly negative framing in the highest percentage of them, followed by the other two 

serious news outlets analysed: Sme (17) and HN (14). Regarding the criterion of objectivity, 

Pravda was also, surprisingly, the most objective medium in reporting on the wiretapping, 

although the daily dropped behind in the overall verification of articles. 

As to the last question from Lasswell’s model (1948), “With What Effect?,” it has to be noted 

that, interestingly enough, the investigation of the case and the overall media output, followed 

the journalist’s vs. politician’s scandalous recorded behaviour only for a certain short period 

of time, namely, only at the beginning at the peak of the scandal. After that, the reporting 

focused mainly on the alleged illegality of the initial widespread wiretapping.  

However, it is not surprising that the media, which may have seen the monitoring practices as 

especially dangerous for their journalistic rights, and, consequently, their own existence as a 

free media, left the scandal revolving around one of their own peers behind. The Pravda daily 

in particular kept away from lengthy contemplations of the scandalous recordings and focused 

its attention on the surrounding wiretapping case from the very beginning. 
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While the media focused initially on the dubious and too friendly relation between a journalist 

and a politician, the media then turned their attention to the wiretapping activity and the 

political and/or criminal responsibility of Galko, and by and large ignored the message behind 

it – the possible criminal corruption cases at the MoD that Galko announced he would report 

to the police in short time.  

The recorded conversations between Vavrová and Kaliňák did not bring any grave ethical or 

juridical accusations of corrupt behaviour either. There were no illegal issues in their 

controversial phone calls and the main scandal was concerned only with the (more potential 

than real) unethical, unprofessional and biased attitude towards a journalistic agency as an 

objective and impartial medium (at least in the news section). The journalist, who seemed to 

cooperate too closely with the politician – from a corruption perspective, there was even a 

more clear example of collusion in her previous SMS communication with Kalińák– was 

criticised not only by her peers, but apparently (though internally) also by her superior. 

Vavrová thus played the negative role of a (potentially too close) collaborator in this case, 

sending a clear message to the media about the limits of cooperation between journalists and 

politicians in Slovakia. However, she is still employed at the same newspaper,39 although 

Transparency International Slovakia refused to answer her questions in 2012 while calling her 

a corrupt person,40 suggesting higher ethical standards of work for journalists are needed. 

The way in which the case evolved can most likely be explained by the relatively high degree 

of journalist and media self-interest in defending their right to protect their sources and 

concerns about future wiretapping, and, on much smaller scale, by how (possible or real) 

collusion between a journalist and a politician influences the content of the respective media 

outlet (the case of Pravda). The impact of the media owner’s political agenda on the media 

agenda could not be directly detected.  

Regarding the typology of political communication culture, if this case is seen as representing 

a prevailing, or more general trend – then a media-driven political communication culture 

dominates in the country. However, when considering this case an exception to the rule (as all 

reactions suggest), then the mixed political communication journalistic culture is more likely 

prevailing within Slovakia.  

This case also suggests the existence of an ethical dilemma – on the one hand, a journalist 

needs unique sources of information. Moreover, a journalist works for a newspaper that 

clearly declares its political orientation. On the other hand, a too close or intimate relationship 

                                                             
39  See http://spravy.pravda.sk/autor/128-vavrova-vanda/ 
40 See http://www.transparency.sk/sk/odpoved-ku-kontroverzii-o-novinarke-pravdy/ 
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can seriously jeopardise his or her integrity, especially in news reporting. Therefore, 

maintaining a proper and appropriate balance (both between news and commentaries, as well 

as between having access to exclusive information and at the same time keeping professional-

ethical integrity) is essential. 
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Case study 3: News tv and hidden advertisements: the Slovak 

news channel TA3 and state authorities 

 

 

 

 
1. Introduction41 

 

The phenomenon of advertisement is an inevitable part of consumer society. Advertisements 

are the key source of income for commercial media. The fundamental advantage of 

advertising in the media stands in its mass reach compared to relative costs and it therefore 

offers an opportunity to send a relatively cheap message to a wide range of society. To 

advertise through the media has become one of the most effective and fastest ways to make 

someone or something (product, service) more “visible”.  

In a broder sense, the issue of advertising is closely connected with questions of self-interest 

and objectivity. Concerning hidden advertising related to a specific media bias towards a 

certain policy, political representative, or political party, which are all issues analyzed in 

several cases examined throughout this study, the objectivity and self-interest of all 

participants in the examined cases is largely questioned. Although the owners, directors and 

editors of news media often insist that they are committed to objectivity in their news pages or 

newscasts, scholars have pointed out plenty of subjective variables that colour selection and 

presentation of the news in both print and broadcast media (Baker, 1994). One has to consider 

hidden advertisements as an actual part of news programmes. 

In turn, Lazare (2013) offers a long list of the factors that impact the content of news 

programmes. Nevertheless, for the purpose of the study, the most relevant ones seem to be an 

ownership of media companies; the selection of stories to cover, or sources to be interviewed 

and published; a prominence in space or time accorded to different sources; the editing, 

sequencing, and abridging of copies or footage; the institutional structure and conventions of 

news operations; and all of the rhetorical and semantic choices in every piece of writing or 

speaking.  

                                                             
41 The paper was written with a contribution by Alena Ištoková and Veronika Džatková. Internal reviews were 

conducted by Gabriel Šípoš and Juraj Filin 
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Therefore, the media cannot be always or uncritically regarded as neutral devices that 

distribute information uniformly to the public. Each of the large mass media has its own 

policy, cost and revenue structure that affects how much and what news it provides to 

different groups (Strömberg, 2002). 

As the case stands, questions concerning the special interests in media coverage can be highly 

complex and disputable in given circumstances. For example, just to determine what does or 

does not constitute special interest can be a difficult judgment call. It is true that nearly 

everyone is motivated to some extent by self-interest, so the degree of gravity in any 

particular conflict needs to be evaluated. As a general rule, people should not be criticised as 

being selfish for arguing in defence of their own basic rights. However, people should be 

subject to criticism, (1) if the policy they are arguing for is receiving disproportionate, unfair 

benefit at the expense of others or of the public interest; or (2) if they cover up their own self-

interest, thus pretending to be arguing disinterestedly or impartially for the public benefits of a 

policy from which they (or their associates) can personally benefit (Lazare, 2013). 

From the aforementioned examination of self-interest in advertising, it should be clear that an 

unethical and possibly illegal, or at least controversial issue emerges when the political 

advertisement is “hidden” or paid for by a political party or politician using public money for 

private interest or personal gain. It may be a more normative challenge to assess cases in 

which hidden ads are paid for using public money to serve a hidden but nevertheless clear 

public interest (e.g. anti-smoking campaigns). Nevertheless, the typical signs of hidden 

advertising are therefore non-objectivity or partisanship of the journalist reporting in a biased 

way, with exaltation, promotion or propagation of some people/events/opinions/ 

results/policies. In the case of Slovakia, the most often form of hidden advertising (legally 

called “commercial communication”) is probably used in commercial television broadcasting 

and some specialised print media.  

There also were numerous cases when some media supported, favoured or disregarded 

selected political representatives in the period of 2004-2013 in Slovakia. For example, 

typically, the media focused almost exclusively on the most relevant political parties during 

the election campaign before general elections in March 2012 (the so called “horse race 

phenomenon42).43  

Furthermore, there are various forms of paid or unpaid hidden advertising which are only 

vaguely acknowledged as such. Getting secret preference in news, reports, interviews or 

                                                             
42 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Horse_race_journalism 
43 See http://www.memo98.sk/index.php?base=data/spravy/2012/1331173728.txt 
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political debates for particular political representatives occurs as one of the most 

inconspicuous forms since the common citizen usually has no chance of identifying the report 

in the news as an actual form of hidden advertisement, or the information itself as having an 

advertising purpose. 

According to the Code of Ethics for Advertising Practices, violation of ethical aspects by the 

advertiser, the advertising agency and the provider of communications media may be caused 

by an advertisement that abuses an average consumer’s trust, namely by concealing 

information or pretending that it represents another type of information (reportage, interview, 

news reports, etc.) than advertising.44 The same requirements with regard to ads can be found 

in Act 147/2001 Coll. on Advertisements. Section 3, subsection 3 is unambiguous: “The 

advertisement must not be concealed:45”  

Furthermore, every journalist must work in accordance with the main categories of 

journalists’ ethics which are “impartiality, balance, objectivity, fairness, truthfulness, 

responsibility and rigorous fact-checking”46. Moreover, the Code of Ethics of a Journalist 

orders: “Advertisements and paid announcements must be clearly marked as such. A 

journalist can  not sign with his name or publish under his name, paid ad or announcement  

which could make an impression that it is an independent authentic work of a journalist.47” 

Finally, also the Broadcasting Act (308/2000 Coll.) clearly forbids concealed advertisements 

(section 31a, subsection 4) and in subsection 5 demands clear differentiation between “media 

commercial communication” (as it is legally defined advertisement in the media) and other 

parts of programmes. 

In summary, legally and ethically the regulation is crystal clear. However, what is the reality? 

 

2. TA3 and a hidden advertisement promoting the utilisation of EU funds 

 

Examples of serious journalistic ethical breaches can be found in the following case study, 

which focuses on the cooperation between TA3, the only Slovak TV news channel, and the 

Ministry of Transport, Posts and Telecommunications. The ministry and the news channel 

made a contract that concerned broadcasting in the form of eleven interviews and two 

documentaries. The contract itself was signed in December 2008. The documentaries and 

                                                             
44 See Article 12, http://www.rpr.sk/en/ethical-principles 
45 See http://www.rpr.sk/chillout5-items/2/8/7/1/5/28715_e07288.pdf 
46 See http://trsr.sk/dokumenty/eticky-kodex-novinara-uinny-od-1-1-2011 
47 See http://trsr.sk/dokumenty/eticky-kodex-novinara-uinny-od-1-1-2011 section III. Journalist and public, 

subsection 8, but also see subsection 10 and especially 11 
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interviews were broadcast as part of TV news during the years 2008 and 2009 and their 

contents promoted the utilisation of EU funds via several different operational programmes 

(Šípoš, 2010). As explained above, every advertisement must be announced as such and a 

paid advertisement must be separated from the news. However, the ministry’s advertisement 

was neither tagged, nor did the anchor announce that these interviews were paid for, and, 

moreover, the dialogues included no really challenging questions. 

The case was revealed by analyst Gabriel Šípoš, in his media watch blog48 on October 19, 

2010. The disclosure was enabled via implementation of a new system for electronic 

publishing of public contracts. The idea of electronic/digital publishing of governmental 

contracts itself has been appraised as the best political innovation from the cabinet of Iveta 

Radičová, the Prime Minister of Slovakia (2010-2012). The Central Register of Contracts 

(CRC) enables every citizen to monitor the allocation of state funds.49 

According to Šípoš, the Ministry of Transport, Posts and Telecommunications paid almost 

five times more for the service compared to the price of advertisement stated in the official 

public price list of TA3 (Šipoš, 2010). The cost of the programmes with interviews was more 

than EUR 543,135, and the price for the documentaries was more than EUR 69,126 (Kernová, 

2010).  

Nevertheless, it has to be mentioned that viewership of TA3 has been always rather low (share 

around 2-3%)50 and generally consists of businessmen and the upper class of society51. 

Therefore, the impact of this broadcast, or its overall efficiency, was rather questionable as it 

apparently contradicts the usual marketing policy of targeting as large an audience as 

possible, or, at least, distinct focus groups (Strömberg, 2002).  

This case offers various points of view. On the one hand, Zuzana Vachová, the then 

spokeswoman of TA3, stated that the contract between the ministry and TA3 had been written 

according to law, and the broadcast interviews were thus lawful (Kočišek, 2010a). According 

to her words, this particular journalistic output was broadcast in accordance with the Act of 

Broadcasting and Retransmission. On the other hand, Luboš Kukliš expressed some doubts 

about the legality of these programmes on behalf of the Broadcasting and Retransmission 

                                                             
48  See: http://spw.blog.sme.sk/c/217530/TA3-sa-skrytej-reklamy-nechce-vzdat.html 
49  See: http://data.gov.sk/ 
50 See for example, MMl-TGL Research,  2+3 Q 2010, 2010, November 8,  

http://www.median.sk/pdf/2010/ZS103SR.pdf 
51 See Martin Poláš, 2015, September 17, Ta3 si dala k narodeninám mätúce čísla o sledovanosti a 

dôveryhodnosti (Ta3 has awarded itself with misleading data on viewership and trust), 
http://medialne.etrend.sk/televizia/ta3-si-dala-k-narodeninam-matuca-cisla-o-sledovanosti-a-
doveryhodnosti.html 
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Board. In his view, every broadcast output without proper categorisation of the content of the 

programme contains potential discrepancies (Kernová, 2010).  

However, the legal doubts concerning this incident remain unresolved to this very day, due to 

impossibility for the Broadcasting and Retransmission Board to investigate cases older than 

one year. In this context, it is fair to question why the Board did not investigate the case 

immediately. Most likely, it had not become aware of the incident – there was no such 

information/tip available immediately. It is necessary to mention that TA3 (along with other 

TV channels) was fined by the Broadcasting and Retransmission Board for broadcasting 

hidden advertisements several times during the period of 2007-2012. The database of 

vindicatory activities registers 33 procedures against the C.E.N. Ltd. (C.E.N. Ltd. is the owner 

of TA3’s TV licence) in this period. The news channel received sanctions in the form of 

“warning” in 22 cases. In six examples, TA3 was fined in an amount ranging from EUR 200 

to EUR 4,000. The administrative-legal procedures were interrupted five times.52 Considering 

the possible profit alone in this single case (series of programmes), it was clearly worth it for 

TA3 to breach the law and ethics. 

 

3. Black and white list or TA3 friendly and unfriendly companies 

 

The above mentioned case was not the only one in which this commercial television station 

was involved. The “black and white list” case is another one: it is based on the division of 

companies as friendly or unfriendly to the TV station. In other words, the list separates 

businesses into desired or non-desired ones according to a facilitation of awarding them a 

specific contract for broadcasting on TA3. Although this case is not primarily linked to the 

issue of political bias, it serves as an excellent example of TA3’s policy of supposed 

preference towards certain institutions based on forming partnerships either via advertising 

contracts or affiliation to head management. 

The content of this list is linked to the ownership of the station. TA3 began broadcasting on 

September 11, 2001 as the first private TV news channel in the Slovak republic. TV 

management is nominated by the C.E.N. Ltd. company and (currently) the owner of the 

Grafobal Group, inc., Ivan Kmotrík. It is also important to mention that the financial group 

J&T Media Enterprises, a daughter company of the Slovak financial and investment group 

J&T, was the owner of TA3 during the period of 2004-2007. 

                                                             
52  See: http://www.rvr.sk/sk/databaza-sankcnych-rozhodnuti/index.php 
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In the context of the ownership, information concerning unethical cooperation between the 

Grafobal Group and the marketing department of TA3 towards news broadcasting emerged in 

2008. At first, the weekly TREND published the above mentioned list of appropriate and non-

appropriate companies (Múčka, 2008). This information had apparently been leaked from 

within TA3’s editorial board. According to Kernová (2008), the list was supposedly created 

and periodically updated by the head management with the intention that it would serve as a 

manual for TA3’s journalists. In particular, it should have guided their selection of potential 

guests, presented labels, style of the reports, etc. Moreover, a price had been apparently set for 

the formation of an alliance between the chosen businesses and TA3, in some cases amounting 

to as high as EUR 400,000 (Múčka, 2008).  

The list itself included over one hundred significant firms and labels, both Slovak and 

international, which were divided into five categories: financial companies, automotive 

industry, electronic equipment companies, entertainment companies (travel agencies, ski 

centres, baths and spas, etc.), and others. In fact, besides the news broadcasting service, TA3 

provides a number of other specific programmes in which the chosen companies could also 

have subliminally promoted their products, e.g. Motoring, World of Technology, Showbiz. 

Furthermore, another way to be on the friendship list implies the idea of making a 

contract/agreement with a technological company to equip the editorial office with the newest 

technology. 

Although the management of TA3 resolutely denied the very existence of such a list or manual 

and its connection to any broadcast content (Augustín, 2008a), Gabriel Šípoš, an analyst 

responsible for revealing the first analysed case in this study, publicised yet further evidence 

against TA3’s covert policy (Šipoš, 2008). An anonymous e-mail covering internal 

communication between several station managers was sent to the Slovak Press Watch 

organisation, whose contemporary member Šípoš (2008) was. In particular, an e-mail 

contained an additional list of companies for which reporting was either required, acceptable 

or avoided during TA3’s coverage of the largest Slovakian automobile show in 2007. Šípoš 

personally collated the actual news reports about the show with the brand names on the list 

and validated their absolute correspondence (Sudor, 2008). Furthermore, he also gathered 

information about overall automotive industry advertising on TA3, and discovered that all 

neglected companies from the e-mail’s list had no advertising contracts with the TV channel 

whatsoever. The businesses that support the profit of this channel by paying for advertising 

thus seem to gain extra promotions in the news broadcasting coverage, although the Act of 
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Broadcasting and Retransmission strictly enacts recognisable separation of the contents of 

broadcasting and advertisement.53 

Šípoš (2008) further linked the existence of a black and white list to the departure of several 

reporters and editors earlier in the year 2008. According to the statements of six former 

employees of TA3, the pressure that management had put on them in connection with 

censorship of the broadcast material and constant intervention into their reporting work had 

caused a collective decision to leave their posts (Augustín, 2008b). However, except for 

anonymous or speculative arguments, no one has ever acknowledged the list with certainty 

(although what seemed as an unofficial copy of it was available to Šipoš or Múčka). Although 

the Broadcasting and Retransmission Board was trying to investigate several other cases of 

hidden advertising in TA3, some of them allegedly linked with the existence of the list, the 

investigations became fruitless due to the non-existence of footage of the original broadcasts 

(SITA, 2008).  

However, another illustrative case related to TA3’s hidden advertisements happened in 2010. 

At that time, the TV channel broadcast a promotion of two companies. The first controversial 

report promoted Dexia Bank Slovakia in the prime-time news. The second promoted 

Meredes-Benz Slovakia, also in the news. Both subliminal advertising attempts were 

broadcast in January that year, and the Broadcasting and Retransmission Board penalised the 

channel in the amount of EUR 8,000 for both cases (Kočišek, 2010b).  

A more curious example occurred when the Broadcasting and Retransmission Board 

penalised TA3 for an allegedly illegal advertisement in which the channel de facto highlighted 

its own current affairs’ programme, V politike (About Politics). On that occasion, C.E.N. Ltd. 

had to pay a fine of EUR 3,320.54 

 

4. An increasing trend of advertisements promoting EU projects  

 

The following issue concerning TA3 cannot be considered primarily an illegal act, although 

the rather surprising conduct may raise suspicions about the motivation of certain political 

representatives after brief examination. However, it is completely natural that any TV channel 

will broadcast advertisements commissioned by state institutions, if the advertising itself is 

                                                             
53  See: http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/details.jsp?id=10804 
54  See: http://www.rvr.sk/sk/databaza-sankcnych-rozhodnuti/?konaniId=1223 
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properly indicated as such. For example, between 2012 and 2015, TA3 television signed 50 

contracts with the State and its organisations, together worth more than EUR 2,3 million.55  

Nevertheless, an unusual case occurred when the Ministry of Agriculture, headed by Ľubomír 

Jahnátek from the left wing political party Smer-SD, had ordered (without public 

procurement) a public campaign promoting healthy eating habits. In this particular case, the 

campaign was oriented towards advocating the eating of local fish. The Ministry paid for 

these advertisements and documentaries an aggregate amount of EUR 684,000, and the 

majority of the expenditure was covered by money from EU funds (Poracký, 2012). 

According to some analysts, the amount spent was justified neither by economic reasons nor 

the public’s educational needs, and the campaign itself was designated as a waste of public 

resources (Kern, 2012). 

The ministry defended its choice of TA3 claiming the findings of market research that 

fundamentally considered only the lowest cost for advertising in the nationwide TV market, 

thus apparently rewarding TA3 with the winning position without any public tender56. As 

already mentioned, TA3’s viewership mostly consists of businessmen and higher income 

classes. Therefore, if the ministry wanted to efficiently promote documentaries about eating 

fish, it would have been better to broadcast them on public television. Actually, the public 

television was willing to broadcast these ads for only a quarter of price of the TA357. The 

decision of Minister Jahnátek was also criticised by his precursor Zsolt Simon from MOST-

HÍD, a political party orientated to the Hungarian minority (Poracký, 2012). Simon 

considered the contract between the ministry and private television disadvantageous as well, 

and, moreover, stated that it is very likely that the ministry had other motivation in addition to 

the propagation of a healthy lifestyle. 

The controversial issue in this case seems to emerge from the favoured monopoly of the TA3 

station to broadcast advertisements paid for by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 

Development of the Slovak Republic. According to several experts, it would have been more 

effective to divide the advertising between various TV stations to accomplish better 

promotion of a healthy lifestyle to a wider range of society (Poracký, 2012).  

Furthermore, the fact that general expenses for functionless advertisements are mostly 

covered by EU public funds, not only in this case, but generally throughout the governmental 

                                                             
55  See: http://otvorenezmluvy.sk/documents/search?utf8=%E2%9C%93&expires_on=2012-01-01..2015-12-31 

&supplier=C.E.N.%2C+s.r.o.&sort=published_on 
56 See http://ekonomika.sme.sk/c/6641638/ta3-ziskala-vladnu-kampan-ktora-ma-podporit-nakupovanie-

ryb.html 
57 See http://domov.sme.sk/c/7474512/v-rtvs-by-jahnatka-vysla-reklama-na-ryby-lacnejsie.html 
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policy and in several nationwide TV channels has been largely criticised accordingly by the 

general public and several mass media, particularly in the press (e.g. Pacherová, 2010). 

According to these opinions, much better use could have been found for the EU funds than 

these apparently highly inefficient and rather uninformative TV spots. 

Nevertheless, the general case of state advertising campaigns were recently further correlated 

with the theory of position-making before every electoral period. According to some media 

analysts, it is highly plausible that this form of increasing tendency in governmental 

advertising is linked with its chaotic financing, which is not easily evaluated (Kaľavský, 

2015). Apparently, during those media campaigns some of the money could possibly be used 

as a form of covert “advance payment” to ensure a later “discount” or any other form of 

protectionism or monopoly in media coverage during the actual electoral period. This theory 

is obviously improvable in general, yet its possibility is rather alarming. 
 

5. Hidden political advertisement on TA3 channel? 

 

The case in the first section of this study which dealt with governmentally-ordered promotion 

of EU funding, was an example of political representatives’ direct approach towards the TA3 

channel and toward entering contracts for advertising campaigns, although accomplished in a 

hidden and thus controversial form.  

Several cases examined in this section are, however, linked to even more subliminal forms of 

unethical and potentially unlawful conduct of the TV channel concerning underlying political 

propaganda. These cases are largely related to media bias or non-objectivity towards certain 

political representatives (or political parties) while reporting about specific events in the main 

news broadcast. Further concern might imply the question of whether the following cases 

could have been paid for, or if the TA3’s partiality emerged only from the opinionated 

steering of the broadcast content. However, it is impossible to circumstantiate any palpable 

evidence for one case or another, because the analysed misconduct itself stands out in the 

broadcast materials only as indirect proof of potential biases of the underlying internal 

administration of the TV’s station’s decision-makers. 

The first case mentioned in this section is related to the right wing political party SDKÚ-DS 

and live broadcasting of its party’s assembly. TA3 transmitted the meeting of this party in a 

live broadcast on February 18, 2012 (TASR, 2012). Although it is not unusual for mass media 

to enter and broadcast any form of political meeting without further questioning on the very 

selection of a particular broadcasting decision, this report was investigated by the 
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Broadcasting and Retransmission Board due to its occurrence only a few weeks before the 

forthcoming parliamentary elections in March 10, 2012. However, the Board would probably 

not have intervened so strictly, unless the report’s content had a clear undercurrent of the 

characteristics of political advertisement, which is not only forbidden during the main news 

broadcasting, but also especially limited and supervised during the pre-electoral period. In this 

way, TA3 could have influenced potential voters and was thus fined in the amount of EUR 

10,000 (Krasko, 2012).  

Another controversial case was revealed in October 2013. At that time, TA3 invited the the 

leader of the party ĽS-Naše Slovensko (People´s Party – Our Slovakia, right wing, anti-EU 

and anti-NATO58, against migrants59, with racist and totalitarian leanings60, although some of 

its statements are formally pro-democracy and human rights61), Marián Kotleba, to a live 

debate. Kotleba received the invitation based on his status as one of the candidates in the 

elections in the self-governing region of Banská Bystrica. According to many journalists and 

political activists, the decision of TA3 was rather controversial (Vražda, 2013). The main 

reason for such a condemnation was based on the fact that Kotleba is well-known as a person 

with highly extremist opinions. Matúš Kostolný, the former editor-in-chief of the daily Sme, 

stated that Kotleba’s opinions are radical, that he promotes racial intolerance and that his 

points of view are basically at the edge of the law (TV mk, 2013a). However, TA3 justified 

the decision to invite Kotleba to the live broadcast as part of the station’s effort to give equal 

space for all electoral candidates to present their own opinions. Likewise, Miloš Mistrík from 

the Broadcasting and Retransmission Board did not see the participation of Kotleba in the TV 

programme as controversial. He expressed the notion that it was not against the law and 

agreed with the decision of TA3 (TV mk, 2013b). Indeed, the official policy of the Board is to 

give space to all opinions. This is in line with the Act on Broadcasting and Retransmission 

(308/2000 Coll.) which, above all underlines plurality of information62.  

Nevertheless, it was not the first time that TA3 provided space for this controversial politician. 

The TV station broadcast a live briefing with Kotleba in 2013, despite the fact that several 

major Slovak media expressed their concern about providing a platform for such a persona 

                                                             
58 See http://www.naseslovensko.net/kategoria/nase-nazory/europska-unia/ and 

http://www.naseslovensko.net/kategoria/nase-nazory/anti-nato/ 
59 See Petition against Arrival of Migrants to Slovakia, and Statement on Resolution of the EP on Migrants, 

May 1, 2015,  http://www.naseslovensko.net/kategoria/nase-nazory/vyhlasenia/ 
60 For example, one of their official entries on their website is entitled “Gypsy Extremism”. See 

http://www.naseslovensko.net/kategoria/nase-nazory/cigansky-extremizmus/ and 
http://www.naseslovensko.net/o-nas/ (Programme Platform) 

61 See http://www.naseslovensko.net/kategoria/nase-nazory/vyhlasenia/ , Statement of December 1, 2015 
62  § 4 subsection 2 as well as § 16 subsection 3a as well as § 21 – right to reply - of the Act 308/2000 Coll. 



 

 
 

47 4
7 

and consequently refused to do so (TV mk, 2013c). It is also rather puzzling, how a politician 

spreading widely extremist thoughts, controversy, hatred and violence could achieve such 

distinct electoral support in a functioning democratic society (Vražda, 2013). Kotleba won the 

second round and became head of the regional government. However, an analysis of these 

tendencies would require an independent and profound research into the Slovak economic and 

societal situation. Some early analysis suggests that behind his success was the low turnout of 

local citizens, frustrated more by the economic situation and unemployment, than by 

Kotleba’s racist calls, or indeed, the role of the media.63  

Despite the two above mentioned cases, the TA3 channel perhaps prefers in its coverage 

whoever is in power64 or is likely to come in power (see Kernová, 2015a; Petková, 2015; 

Šípoš, 2015b). For example, TA3 broadcast usually prefers to offer neutral or positive 

information about the leader of Smer-SD, Robert Fico, as well as about the other members of 

this party, especially when in government65. TA3 apparently provides advantages to Fico (then 

the incumbent Prime Minister, currently the PM). For instance, he has frequently spoken 

without an opponent from another political party on the station’s programme intended for 

political debate (e.g. TV mk, 2013d). Thus, TA3 has been changing an anticipated political 

debate to a political monologue by Fico. Yet this was in part caused by Fico´s unwillingness 

to discuss with political opponents.  

However, the news channel has relatively rarely intentionally informed about the PM in an 

investigative or negative way66. For example, TA3 largely edited reportage from a 2013 press 

conference, where Fico was questioned by several media delegates about the more 

controversial issues of his governmental or personal conduct. In particular, the final report 

omitted every uncomfortable question that could have been eventually harmful to Fico’s 

expediency and public reputation (Kernová, 2014). 

PM´s Fico privilege at TA3 is negatively perceived by many other politicians. For example, 

Daniel Lipšic from the conservative-liberal political party NOVA has stated that Fico’s 

monologues on the TA3’s debates confirm his cowardice and collaboration with financial 

groups and their economic interests (TV mk, 2013d). Although accusations of this kind are 

generally indemonstrable, Fico’s alleged collaboration with the head management of TA3 is 
                                                             
63 See http://www.aktuality.sk/clanok/240803/preco-vyhral-kotleba-lebo-zlyhali-politici-media-a-pretoze-to-

ludia-chceli/ and http://www.pluska.sk/spravy/z-domova/kotleba-sokujuco-vyhral-fico-zodpovednost-neciti-
pozrite-si-aj-ostatne-vysledky.html 

64 See http://memo98.sk/uploads/_media/ta3_2006-07_grafy.pdf 
65 See http://memo98.sk/www/uploads/_media/2010_02-ta3.pdf, 

http://memo98.sk/www/uploads/_media/2009_01-ta3.pdf 
66 See http://memo98.sk/www/uploads/_media/2010_02-ta3.pdf, 

http://memo98.sk/www/uploads/_media/2009_01-ta3.pdf 
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largely perceived as dead certain by several media commentators (e.g. Daniš, 2015), although 

the owner resolutely rejected any personal interventions in editorial matters (in Krbatová, 

2016). 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

The aim of the case study was to examine the various aspects of how advertising investment 

can influence broadcasting choices and the double role occurring between the governmental 

authorities and media. In all the cases mentioned, an analysis of commercial or political 

influence in the form of hidden or open advertisement on the news channel TA3 was conveyed 

and the aim to propagate certain products, policies or politicians was observed. The four main 

sections of the study also represented four slightly different possible violations of the ethical 

and juridical principles of Slovak media practise encoded in legal and self-regulatory 

documents. The first case considered the notion of hidden advertisement in governmentally-

ordered and paid advertisements and interviews, which were broadcast during prime time and 

were not properly labelled as advertising content, thus clearly violating both legal and ethical 

principles. The second case analysed rather unethical and possibly illegal conduct by the TV 

station. TA3 was accused of using a special list of preferred and unfavourable companies for 

hidden advertising during the news broadcast. Despite the third case’s external legality, a 

possible governmental bias towards TA3 was raised, along with the general inadequacy of 

public money usage. The last section of the study analysed three controversial cases of 

possible hidden political advertising, or at least biased editorial preferences, during the prime 

time news coverage.  

Publication of misleading information as part of a reciprocal service was always seen as a 

tempting offer and it is very predictable that it will continue in the future. Moreover, in many 

countries, governments apparently connive with some of the media to violate the most basic 

ethical norms. The placement of advertising by the state, for instance, is regularly used as a 

murky tool to secure slavish or toothless coverage. Such a tactic therefore directly undermines 

the image of a free media as financially independent and able to avoid conflicts of interest 

(Marthoz, 2014). 

In examined case studies the media (as a whole) actually enacted both positive and negative 

roles. The role of an initiator can be positively evaluated – namely, the (former) journalist 

Gabriel Šípoš revealed the controversial case of public funded governmental advertising and 

published it on his blog operated by the daily Sme. In the same way, the daily Sme itself 
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largely covered the cause in different forms, e.g. blogs, comments, reports. Šípoš also further 

investigated the case of the black and white list when he compared an actual compromising e-

mail with the news coverage of the automobile show and found a precise correlation between 

them, thus implicitly verifying at least some underlying policy of TA3’s bias towards certain 

businesses.  

It is true that the cases concerning hidden governmental advertising and the black and white 

list received decent media coverage at time. However, the other examined case, a peculiar 

campaign promoting local fish eating, was generally marginalised by the leading Slovak 

media with only three newspapers (Sme, Hospodárske noviny and Plus 1 deň) reporting about 

it. No other media paid attention to the campaign and the case had no television broadcast 

coverage, thus was deliberately condemned to slip through without any major public notice 

(Galmišová, 2015). The generally inactivity of the media, especially TV stations, in this case 

may be attributed to fear of not getting lucrative state advertising campaigns in general. 

Despite the public condemnation of wasting EU funds on largely inefficient and 

uninformative advertisements (and in many cases also projects), TV and radio channels are 

those that also profit from them. Therefore it is highly possible that reporting about this 

particular inadequacy of using public money might inauspiciously influence any potential 

future contracts with state institutions. 

The situation in the case of alleged cooperation between the Prime Minister Robert Fico and 

the head management of TA3 is rather different. The group owning the news channel and 

especially its chairman Ivan Kmotrík (as well as previous owner J&T) are well-known 

characters in large scale Slovak business activities, who are frequently dealing with 

governmental authorities during the conduct of their mutual businesses67. Despite the non-

existence of any hard evidence for conviction of unlawful misconduct between Kmotrík and 

his companies and leading political figures, the media and public in general closely monitor 

their corporate activity, and are largely convinced about the problematic background of their 

interrelations. TA3 itself is therefore under occasional suspicion of steering its broadcasting 

output in favour of Fico’s party, Smer-SD, and the examined cases generally prove an 

underlying occasional bias towards this political party (and Fico in particular) which makes 

these accusations highly plausible, although yet again, there is no certain evidence against any 

unlawful behaviour (except fines and other sanctions issued by the media regulator) and the 

                                                             
67 See http://hn.hnonline.sk/ekonomika-a-firmy-117/kmotrik-podnika-vo-vsetkom-vacsinou-uspesne-604160, 

http://orsr.sk/hladaj_osoba.asp?PR=Kmotr%EDk&MENO=Ivan, 
http://www.cas.sk/clanok/137652/multimilionar-ivan-kmotrik-vdaka-novembru-1989-mam-viac-penazi.html 
and http://biztweet.eu/article/438/?ivan-kmotrik-podnikatel-ktory-ma-pod-palcom-cele-slovensko 
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media in general can by and large only speculate about the subliminal tendencies of TA3’s and 

Fico’s mutual policy.   

This TV station directly selected information for news broadcasting and, moreover, the 

transmitted content was occasionally oriented towards covert propaganda of the governmental 

party, or was inclined to favour some selected politicians. As already mentioned, such 

broadcasting seemed to be furthermore related to the business affiliations between the TV 

management and selected political representatives and businesses (see Petková, 2015). It is 

apparently very common among the editors of TA3 to suppress some reports about 

discreditable behaviour of privileged politicians. Moreover, the employees are – or at least 

used to be - directly or indirectly involved in hidden or paid advertising and in some cases, 

they are even required to report on different businesses and political representatives in such a 

way which is obligatory to the station management’s preferences and affiliations (see Piško, 

2016; Clos, 2016; Šípoš, 2013, 2015a, b).  

It is necessary to pinpoint a controversial fact that presumably underlies free media 

functioning in general - despite individual actions of journalists or any media employees, the 

ultimate determination of broadcast content belongs to the media owner. All the examined 

cases, therefore, prove the necessity of finding the answer to a more and more paramount 

question: Who will watch the watchdogs? 
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Case study 4: Media coverage of corruption: the role of inter-

media agenda setting in the context of media reporting on 

scandals 

 

 

 

 
1. Introduction68 

 

Corruption, especially bribery and clientelism, remain a serious problem in Slovakia. 

Corruption was perceived as widespread by 90 per cent of respondents asked in the 2013 

Eurobarometer survey, while 14 per cent of the respondents had experienced corruption 

themselves.69 Public perception of corruption is often enhanced by extensive media coverage 

of various corruption scandals. Such a number of potentially scandalous reports on alleged 

corrupt behaviour is, however, prone to disperse the attention of the media and most likely 

means some of the reported cases pass unnoticed or are under-hyped (not to mention those 

which are never revealed). Even respected commentators of Slovak current affairs imply that 

it is therefore almost impossible to give each case the proper attention in this situation (Leško, 

2015). Indeed, research suggests that there is no direct correlation between the perception of 

corruption as projected by media coverage and the actual level of corruption in a country 

(Charon, 2013). For instance, Austria was not seen as highly corrupt country (score 69, rank 

26/177, CPI TI 2013),70 yet the level of trust in the portrayal of corruption by the local media 

was relatively and comparatively low. On the other hand, Romania is regarded as a highly 

corrupt nation (score 43, rank 69/177, CPI TI 2014), but the faith in the media handling of 

corruption cases was among the highest. Slovakia fared at about 4.2, with a lower level of 

trust in media coverage of corruption in politics and the public sector, on an equal footing 

with Spain. Slovakia had a score of 50 (rank 54/175, CPI 2014), and a score of 47 (rank 

61/175, CPI 2013).  

                                                             
68 The paper was written jointly with Alena Ištoková and with a contribution from Ľubica Adamcová and 

Martin Matis. The internal review was conducted by Juraj Filin 
69 European Commission: EU Anti-Corruption Report. Brussels: COM (2014) 38 final, p. 6. 
70 See http://www.transparency.org/cpi2014/infographic/compare 
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Nevertheless, the occurrence of such widespread reporting on corruption in Slovakia is also 

linked to the broader phenomenon of the potential de-sensitisation of the general public 

towards news reports along with a loss of ability to differentiate the validity of information 

(Höschl in Wirnitzer, 2015). The complex public responses to corruption reports, as well as 

the causes of those instances of grave corrupt behaviour which never receive sufficient 

publicity to stimulate a full scandal (or any extensive attention at all) are, however, difficult to 

discern (Entman, 2012). 

The present study therefore focuses on the analysis of two Slovak cases which both involve 

well-documented, serious corrupt behaviour. Despite this fact, only one of these corruption 

scandals was relatively well-covered by the media. The other one, of similar social relevance, 

failed to get enough attention from the media to initiate a full-blown nation-wide scandal. 

Nevertheless, even the case that actually received quite considerable media coverage at the 

time, as it involved serious misbehaviour in the form of large-scale bribery in two areas where 

corruption is especially harmful to the whole society – namely, education and public order – 

more spectacular media reporting and extensive public outrage could have been expected. We 

have thus conveyed a quantitative analysis of media coverage of this case.  

The other case, however, documents a rather typical example of extremely poor inter-media 

coverage of highly unfair and politicised cronyism which occurred in a provincial Slovakian 

town but in which statistical analysis of media coverage was not possible, due to there only 

being one article regarding this corruption scandal. 

Apart from being relatively or absolutely disregarded by both the media and the general 

public, the two cases also present another interesting connection: the initial reports were both 

issued in periodicals belonging to the same publishing house – the bribery case was first 

reported by the tabloid daily Plus jeden deň (Plus One Day) and the cronyism case by its 

affiliated publication, the weekly magazine Plus 7 dní (Plus 7 Days). This particular 

circumstance of the choice of medium is therefore tackled throughout the study as well. 

With regard to these two – either relatively or absolutely under-hyped corruption cases, the 

study further analyses the criteria and circumstances that determine the worthiness of a case 

for wide media coverage, as well as its potential to become a fully developed scandal. The 

research is thus framed within theories of scandal reporting, and supported by the theory of 

agenda setting and the inter-media agenda setting role of media in Slovakia. 
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2. The background of the cases 

 

2.1. Bribery in the Police Academy 

On 27th June 2012, a police raid took place in the bursar’s office of the Police Academy in 

Bratislava, the capital of Slovakia, due to suspicions of criminal activity related to EU funds. 

Although the police could not prove any financial criminal activity, they found other 

interesting material – evidence of bribery of the rector and several other people. Four 

functionaries, including the rector Václav Krajník, were therefore detained two days later. 

According to the evidence, certain applicant’s admissions tests used for entrance were 

replaced by ones with the correct answers already entered and, moreover, the whole selection 

process of candidates was apparently manipulated. The police investigation proved that 29 out 

of 120 applicants in one (documented) year were accepted through fraud. The rector was 

immediately recalled and was also expelled from the police force.  

In April 2015, the rector pleaded guilty at the first day of the judicial proceeding and 

immediately received a suspended sentence of three years and a 5,000 € fine.  

The involvement of the Police Academy with its rector at the centre of the scandal is a very 

alarming fact, suggesting not that only both the areas of education and public order are 

affected by corruption, but that corrupt behaviour also extends to the top-levels of Slovak 

higher education. Nevertheless, this was the first time in the history of Slovakia that a rector 

was detained by the police. In addition to the major investigation of the rector, police found 

that one of the bribers was a former religious representative of the armed forces, Lieutenant 

Colonel Miroslav Táborský. Therefore, apart from the main story, a scandalous sub-plot of a 

corrupt priest can be detected here, making the case even graver and worthy of huge publicity 

and profound public outrage. As already mentioned, and in comparison to the second case, 

this scandal received relatively broad media coverage (about 500 news stories), although this 

was still of a lesser quantity than some other major Slovak corruption cases at the time 

(compared with, for example, the Notice Board Scandal71 with more than 1,300 mentions or 

the Gorilla Scandal72 with more than 5,400 mentions in the Slovakia Online database up to 

August 2014). 

 

 

 

                                                             
71 See http://www.monitoringfondov.eu/article.php?nastenkovy-tender 
72 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gorilla_scandal 
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2.2. Cronyism at the labour office 

The first, larger scandal was initiated by the intervention of an official institution, 

consequently followed by media coverage, whereas at the beginning of the second ‘silent’ 

scandal was a single report (Lacková, 2013) published in the weekly magazine Plus 7 dní. It 

recounted the rigging of the hiring process at the labour office in the town of Zvolen. The 

article was supported by photographs of original documents, including CVs and cover letters 

with notes and markings indicating the person or institution and recommending the job 

seeker(s) for the given position.73 The kingpin of the operation was ultimately identified as the 

Member of Parliament (MP) from the governing leftist party Smer-SD, Ján Senko. The article 

further revealed that all the candidates whose CVs were marked with the name of Ján Senko 

or mentioned the “regional club of the Smer party” were given the job.  

These comments were written by the director of the office, Milan Beľa. Initially claiming that 

the markings had been made to help recall the name of the recommender, the director later 

contradicted himself by stating that the written comments had no impact on the candidate 

selection and that the CVs and cover letters did not come from MP Senko, but were received 

directly from the applicants. MP Senko also denied the allegations against him. The former 

head of the personnel department in the office, Eleonóra Ostrihoňová, however, claimed that 

she did receive marked documents along with a request from director Beľa to appoint the 

selected applicants for the jobs. Ostrihoňová asserted that this practice of giving preference to 

certain candidates was definitely linked to Smer-SD and that it occurred only after the 

appointment of the Smer-SD party nominee Beľa as director. 

The story was actually published in just one media outlet – a major semi-tabloid weekly. 

There was no mention of it in other media by way of inter-reference or follow-up. The failure 

on the part of other media outlets to disseminate such information emerges as an interesting 

subject for further in-depth study in the context of inter-media agenda setting. 

 

3. Analysis of the media coverage: selected theories 

 

Why the Slovak media did not perceive both cases (and the case of bribery in particular) as 

worthy of greater coverage and consequently of greater public response is the major question 

to be answered throughout this study. The methodological support for such an analysis is 

therefore provided by two influential media theories connected to the potential of any 

                                                             
73 See http://www.pluska.sk/plus-7-dni/domov/na-zvolenskom-urade-prace-vyhravali-vyberove-konania-

vyvoleni.html 
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particular corruption case to become a full-blown scandal: the theory of agenda setting, 

agenda building and inter-media agenda setting, and the theory of media reporting on 

scandals. 

 

3.1. Theory of agenda setting, agenda building and inter-media agenda setting 

The well-established agenda setting theory describes and explains the ability of the media to 

tell readers which issues are important (McCombs, 2009). If a news item is covered 

frequently and prominently, the viewer/reader will regard the issue as more important. Two 

basic assumptions underlie most research on agenda-setting: the press and the media do not 

reflect reality, but filter and shape it; media concentration on a few issues and subjects results 

in public perception of those issues as more important than others.74  

Malik (2004) has enumerated the general criteria of newsworthiness as the surprise element, 

negativity, conflict, personalisation, social prominence, cultural proximity, and visualisation 

of topics. Of these, social prominence, an element of surprise, distance and social relevance 

seemed to be the most influential factors in her sample of German editors. Many editors also 

mentioned the generalisability of a topic and its exclusiveness as valuable selection criteria 

(Malik, 2004). Regarding these criteria, it seems rather striking that both cases did not get 

much more attention from the media as they clearly fulfill most of these, with the exceptions 

of the questionable social prominence and distance of the provincial labour office’s practice 

(although connected to an influential MP). However, this factor can be easily replaced by both 

social relevance and cultural proximity, as the misdeeds in the labour office closely affected 

the general public, i.e. ordinary job applicants. In both cases, exclusivity was not guaranteed, 

although in the bribery case there was a sort of exclusivity, initially at least. Both cases thus 

had potential to become major scandals from the perspective of the newsworthiness of their 

topic, so the reason they failed to do so has to be found somewhere else. 

Weaver and Choi (2014) summarise the most recent important findings in the closely related 

theory of agenda building, which include five possible influences on the media agenda: (1) 

influential news sources, (2) other media (inter-media agenda setting), (3) journalistic norms 

and traditions, (4) unexpected events and (5) media audiences. The authors suggested that 

there is no single factor that determines the media agenda, but a combination of two or more 

factors.  

                                                             
74 See:http://www.utwente.nl/cw/theorieenoverzicht/Theory%20Clusters/Mass%20Media/Agenda-

Setting_Theory/ 
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With regard to influential news sources, the findings of researcher Galmišová (2015) indicate 

that, in Slovakia, when the dailies Sme (We Are) and Nový Čas (New Time) in addition to the 

weekly Plus 7 dní, as key agenda setting media (but not inter-media agenda setters in the case 

of the weekly), publish something scandalous, and/or when the major private TV Markíza 

broadcasts major scandals (not necessarily as the first medium to do so), the other media 

largely follow suit, especially when a reaction to the news report by the agenda 

setting/building media, or other media, politicians and other important personalities/public 

actors (including organisations) is present. This phase of the media-politics interaction model 

was explained by former (and again the current) Minister of Culture, Marek Maďarič: “Only a 

person who accepts his or her political responsibility at the proper time has the chance, after 

some time, to gain the public trust. However, a man or woman who stubbornly keeps his or 

her position, even though he or she may be at that time connected with a scandal or create a 

negative impression on the public, and is unable to self-reflect on his or her position, then 

loses in the long-term.”75 This does not mean that the interaction between politics and media 

always functions in this manner, but that it is most likely to do so. 

However, as is apparent from the cronyism case, although the initial article was published in 

Plus 7 dní, no other instrument of news media took up this socially and politically important 

challenge, thus failing in their inter-mediate function. Trampota and Nečas (2007) found 

inter-media agenda setting correlated with the type of media, with the most significant 

function between the print media and television: more than 80 per cent of the news reported in 

television referred to sources from print media. Their investigation showed very low inter-

media agenda setting in identical types of media. These findings demonstrated the impact of 

competition in the market, and so the possible failure of non-existent follow-up in the case of 

cronyism may partially lie in this notion. However, the television news also totally ignored 

this potentially scandalous topic. The interview with Tibor Mattyašovský (2015), the editor of 

TV Markíza, revealed that his TV does not monitor other media professionally. He also 

expressed the opinion that if the person who gave information to the weekly had approached 

the TV first, they would have definitely made at least three reports out of the single story, as 

he clearly regarded it as very interesting. It can therefore be inferred that the choice of that 

specific medium was partly responsible for the non-existence of scandal (see also Pflüger and 

Baugut, 2015). In this case, the major weekly was not an inter-media agenda setting medium.  

A clarification about the absence of a synergic effect of the popular weekly Plus 7 dní on 

affiliated publications from the same media house, such as the daily tabloid newspaper Plus 
                                                             
75   STV Teletext, 26 December 2015, M. Maďarič: Scandals are in any Government 
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jeden deň, is also required. Simultaneous publication of such interesting news in both 

publications would have benefited the publisher, the readers and society at large. Subscribers 

of the tabloid would have learned about this outrageous case, and those interested could have 

turned to the weekly Plus 7 dní for details. Catchy headlines in both publications would have 

boosted circulation and benefited the media house. From a larger perspective, awareness 

would have been created in the minds of the public about the wrongdoing of senior 

government officials and their lack of moral responsibility. This synergic effect has been 

noted only occasionally, and not in this particular case. 

 

3.2. Theory of media reporting on scandals 

This analysis is also theoretically underpinned by studies about scandalous reporting. 

Scandals can be defined as a process of public outrage over a (presumed) transgression of the 

dominant moral norms and usually signal that the government or public officials are not 

entirely credible or moral (Carlin, Love & Martinez-Gallardo, 2014), or that state institutions 

are not very effective in the prevention of, or dealing with, wrongdoing. Yet Bergsdorf (2002) 

argues that the media can make public only a fraction of all the wrongdoings they are aware 

of. Moreover, contrary to the general assumption, full-blown scandals which are concerned 

with substantively grave misconduct are rather difficult for the media to initiate and, if left 

without reactions from official institutions, politicians and relevant public personalities, are 

virtually impossible to sustain on their own (Entman, 2012). 

In order to separate a scandal from a non-scandal, Lull and Hinerman proposed a set of ten 

criteria which have to be met: “(1) social norms reflecting the dominant morality must be 

transgressed [and] performed by (2) specific persons who carry out (3) actions that reflect an 

exercise of their desires or interests. […] Further, individual persons must be (4) identified as 

perpetrators of the act(s). They must be shown to have acted (5) intentionally or recklessly 

and must be (6) held responsible for their actions. The actions and events must have (7) 

differential consequences for those involved. […] The revelations must be (8) widely 

circulated via communications media where they are (9) effectively narrativized into a story 

which (10) inspires widespread interest and discussion” (Lull & Hinerman, 1997, 11-12, 

emphasis in original).  

It is apparent that both these cases definitely met the first five or six criteria (depending on 

whether we consider responsibility in moral or practical terms) as the particular forms of 

misdeeds and those who committed them were unusually well-documented. Nevertheless, the 

seventh criterion brought consequences only to the offenders in the case related to the Police 



 

 
 

58 5
8 

Academy, which was also widely circulated in the media (although not widely enough to 

consider it as one of the major Slovakian scandals) and, to a certain degree, inspired interest 

among the general public. Both cases were also effectively narrativised into a story, as the 

evidence in both cases along with the moral and legal trespasses were definitely considerable. 

However, personalisation of the agents is critical to establish newsworthiness (Entman, 2012). 

Scandals involving high state officials and members of government clearly draw much more 

attention than the case of corruption at the Police Academy, the publicly unknown rector or 

university employees, or in the provincial labour office, albeit connected to an influential MP. 

Also, the expectations of the public are, thus, much higher when it comes to such widely 

covered scandals as in the case of, for example, the Gorilla scandal76 in Slovakia. 

Waisbord (2000) further suggested that factors unrelated to the quality of journalistic work 

also affect the impact of an exposé. These include the timing of the report’s release, the 

prestige of the news organisation, and the production values of the investigation. Let us 

briefly turn to the timing of cases, as both the original articles were published at the beginning 

of the summer vacation (bribery in 2012, cronyism in 2013), which might have found the 

media office understaffed at that particular point in time. Although the timing might have 

affected the relative indifference of the reporting in the bribery case, it cannot be the major 

explanation for the non-existence of any follow-ups in the cronyism case, due to the relatively 

considerable follow-ups on the bribery story, while both stories came from affiliated media 

outlets.  

Regarding the prestige of the news organisation, it has been argued that despite the evidence 

for the agenda setting function of the media house that published the initial articles, the results 

of other media follow-ups (inter-media agenda setting) were not as high as might have been 

expected in the case of bribery, and absolutely absent in the cronyism case. However, the 

affiliated publications, Plus 7 dní and Plus jeden deň, are both tabloid in style, and their 

audience is quite accustomed to numerous ‘shocking’ cases reported on daily basis with 

exaggerated accentuation, and scandal fatigue can consequently result. The nature of these 

news outlets may have led to a de-sensitisation and loss of ability to differentiate the 

importance of information (Höschl in Wirnitzer, 2015) among both readers and other media, 

condemning the cronyism case to being overlooked and forgotten. Also, public and media 

outlets, which are generally deluged with plenty of potentially serious Slovak corruption 

scandals, may easily overtly denounce that misconduct but tacitly condone it as “business as 

usual” (Entman, 2012). 
                                                             
76 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gorilla_scandal 
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Another possible explanation for the lack of agenda building leading to a full-blown scandal, 

especially the absence of inter-media agenda setting in the cronyism case, may be connected 

to the wide range of readily available, and similarly shocking or scandalous information on 

the Internet, which may be something of a double-edged sword, as the fragmentation of the 

public sphere means that scandalous information often cannot reach the critical mass 

necessary to initiate a proper reaction (Entman, 2012). 

The important conditions of a story’s potential to become a major scandal also include the 

capacity of the state to respond, the political will to act in a case, or high public expectations 

for state action (Carlin, Love & Martinez-Gallardo, 2014). In general, when politicians and 

state institutions begin to be concerned with a particular corruption case, the media gladly 

monitor the commentaries, debates and possible frictions in the political and legal struggle. 

This is true in the case of bribery in the Police Academy, where the media’s work consisted 

largely of only following the proceedings of the police, prosecutors, and finally (briefly) the 

court. Perhaps surprisingly, it is also very likely that the swift and radical approach of the 

Slovak state authorities to this case actually lowered the visibility of this scandal in the media 

and public discourse, or at least made it impossible for the case to develop into a full-blown 

scandal, which would probably have happened if the offenders had not been punished (as in 

numerous large-scale corruption scandals in Slovakia). 

 

4. Quantitative analysis of the media coverage 

 

We have analysed only the case of bribery here, due to there being just a single article in the 

cronyism case. We followed our methodology described earlier.   

The research period covered 28th June 2012 until 26th June 2014. The table below shows the 

results of the analysis. 

Surprisingly, the medium with the highest rate of objectivity was, in this case, the tabloid 

daily Plus jeden deň (which got first access to the case and the key source) and the ones with 

the lowest objectivity rate were the other print media. An exception was the weekly Trend 

which, obviously, more or less summarised the event. 
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Table 1: Results of the analysis of objectivity, verification and the source of information 

by media (%) 

News outlet Objectivity  Verification  Source  Number of 
investigated articles 

SME 50,00 75,00 92,00 24 
Plus Jeden Deň 75,00 63,00 88,00 8 
HN 50,00 86,00 86,00 14 
Nový čas 50,00 87,00 87,00 8 
STV 67,00 67,00 67,00 3 
SRo 0,00 100,00 100,00 1 
Topky.sk 60,00 60,00 60,00 5 
Markíza 60,00 60,00 60,00 5 
Trend 0,00 100,00 100,00 1 
Electronic media 57,00 64,00 64,00 14 
Print media 56,00 82,00 93,00 55 
Standard print media 53,00 82,00 92,00 38 
Tabloid print media 69,00 81,00 94,00 16 

 
The verification, as well as identification of sources was very much present in the majority of 

the media.  

The highest number of articles on the case of the Police Academy was published by Sme (24), 

the lowest by the business magazine Trend and public radio station Rádio Slovensko (SRo) 

(each with the total coverage of one). 

If we compare the various types of media, the press generally paid more attention to this 

corruption case. As far as objectivity is concerned, it was approximately equal for both groups 

of media. Press media have a higher percentage of verification (82 per cent) and referenced 

sources (93 per cent) than electronic media (64 per cent and 64 per cent, respectively).  

If we further compare tabloid and quality media, the tabloid print media paid only occasional 

attention to this case, in contrast to quality print media. On the one hand, this could show the 

importance of the tabloid media as agenda-setters, and, on the other hand, the quality print 

media as the keepers of socially relevant topics in public discussion. Yet, perhaps 

surprisingly, the print tabloid media had slightly higher percentage of objectivity (69 per cent) 

than standard print media (53 per cent). The percentage of verification (around 80 per cent) is 

almost equal for both groups; the same is true for acknowledging sources (around 90 per 

cent). 

In general, it is hard to come to a final assessment about the role of the media in this case. It 

seems that each type of medium fulfils its role in the social-political and economic system. 

The tabloid media initiate stories, but do not follow them continuously – which is rather the 

role of the quality media. Yet, the tabloid (especially print) media do not seem to provide a 
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lower quality of coverage from the point of view of objectivity, verification and the 

referencing of sources of information. 
 

5. Conclusion 

 

The study focused on the analysis of the criteria and circumstances that determine the 

worthiness of a case to become a scandal, widely reported by both major and minor media 

houses. A relatively under-hyped corruption case and an absolutely under-hyped corruption 

case, both with similar social relevance, were therefore selected to underpin this analysis, 

based on two theories: the theory of reporting on scandals and theory of agenda setting, 

agenda building and inter-media agenda setting.  

Why the Slovak media did not perceive both cases as worthy of greater coverage with a 

consequently greater public response was the major question to be answered. The various 

theories connected to newsworthiness (agenda setting, inter-media agenda setting) and the 

scandalous nature of media reporting were listed and examined with regard to these two cases. 

Surprisingly enough, both cases generally met most of these criteria (and the accusations and 

relevant actors were very well-documented), despite the fact that one of them failed to get   

any attention from the other media, while the other one received less attention from the media 

than expected. Nevertheless, it was also argued that the media reporting on the scandal can be 

heavily dependent on circumstances that have nothing to do with journalistic work, such as  

the political/legal will to act. 

Regarding the analysis of both theories, the criterion which probably most prevented the 

cronyism case from becoming a major public scandal, or being at least covered by any other 

media house apart from the weekly Plus 7 dní, was the choice of this very medium to launch 

the initial article. Although ranked among the key agenda setting media in Slovakia, the 

weekly and its affiliated daily Plus jeden deň are both tabloid in style, thus making their 

audience, along with potentially interested journalists from other media houses, quite 

accustomed to numerous ‘shocking’ cases reported on daily basis. This might have led to a 

loss of ability to appreciate the importance and seriousness of the information presented in the 

article, which implicitly condemned the cronyism case to being overlooked and forgotten. 

Interestingly enough, the other case was initially reported by the same media house (the daily 

Plus jeden deň) due to the presence of its journalist during the police raid on the Police 

Academy. It was, however, the official state intervention that launched the subsequent and 

relatively decent media coverage of the case. The follow-up of this case was also mainly 
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dependent on the proceedings and actions of institutions such as the police, prosecutors and 

courts, and did not require much journalistic investigation. Nevertheless, it has been argued 

that the media did not cover the scandal on such a scale as could have been expected. It is thus 

very likely that the swift and radical approach of the Slovak state authorities to this case (the 

police raid followed by prompt investigation) actually lowered the visibility of this scandal in 

the media and public discourse, or at least made it impossible for the case to develop into a 

full-blown scandal for a longer period and with more extensive coverage, which probably 

would have happened had the offenders had not been punished. 

In the case of the bribery, we also compared outputs of the various types of media which 

reported on it and came to the conclusion that the printed press paid, in general, more 

attention to it than other media. The highest number of articles on the case of the Police 

Academy was published by Sme, although this major, key agenda setting and inter-media 

agenda setting daily displayed lower objectivity (together with other print media), in contrast 

to the initial publisher, the tabloid daily Plus Jeden Deň (which had exclusive access to some 

sources). In general, the tabloid dailies did not provide a lower quality of coverage, and it was 

apparent that each type of medium fulfilled its role in the social-political system - the tabloid 

media initiated the story, yet did not follow it up as rigorously as the quality media.
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Case Study 5: The media and controversial armament by the 

Slovak ministry of defence 

 

 

 

 
1. Introduction77  

 

This case study concerns the media coverage of an extremely controversial, expensive and 

long-term armament procurement by the Slovak Ministry of Defence – development of the 

mobile communication system Mokys for the Slovak Army by the British company BAE 

SYSTEMS. The case developed for over a decade, and belongs among the largest probable 

corruption-related cases in Slovak history. Referring to the most notorious corruption scandal 

in the history of Slovak independence – the Gorilla78 –, the Mokys case was labelled by the 

then contemporary Prime Minister, Iveta Radičová, as the King Kong of corruption cases 

(Tódová 2012). However, according to a close observer, the PM initially did not want to deal 

with this “dead old” case (Mihočková 2013). Moreover, former Minister of Defence (MoD) 

Ľubomír Galko openly expressed his opinion that this public procurement had probably 

already been manipulated in 2005, and – what is even more interesting – that this case 

involved potentially dishonest conduct of politicians across the whole contemporary political 

spectrum (in Onufer 2011).  

For an investment project of this size, surrounded by so many inconsistencies and possible 

covert corruption involving domestic and international actors, one would expect a lot of 

heated media attention, pressuring of political leaders and a demand for swift investigation of 

the case and reparation. But coverage of the case was lukewarm, if steady, over the years. It 

had been mentioned in over 400 news items by July 2014 (Slovakiaonline database), or in 

almost 700 news items, according to Newtonmedia database during the same period. This is 

contrast with the Gorilla case, with over 5,400 mentions between 2012-July 2014, or 1,300 

mentions related to the Notice Board Tender between late 2008 and July 2014. Yet possible 

                                                             
77
 76 The paper was written jointly with Dagmar Kusá and with a contribution from Alena Ištoková, Ivan 

Kuhn and Ľubica Adamcová. The internal review was conducted by Juraj Filin 
78 See more in https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gorilla_scandal, and/or in our in-depth case study on Gorilla 
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overpricing or kickbacks could be (either in relative prices in the case of the Notice Board 

Tender or in absolute prices in the Gorilla case) about the same value. 

In our particular time period, only a brief moment of slightly increased attention to the Mokys 

case was devoted for a few days following Radičová’s statement, and even then it was 

overshadowed by other political and corruption scandals. 

This study examines the low coverage of this case in connection with the broader state of civil 

society and journalism. The pervasive air of apathy and defeatism (Schenk, 2010)79 perhaps 

does not lead to a constellation where political leaders are held accountable by the general 

public, and where journalists are expected to serve as the conscience of a nation and the 

watchdog of the government. Indeed, corruption, nepotism and clientelism seem to be slightly 

more important determinants of success than personal traits and meritocracy. In addition, 

there is a prevailing support of equality instead of competition, as well as discipline and 

harmony instead of freedom. One can also find an insufficient sense of civic competence, 

support for state paternalism which altogether form a cultural foundation favourable to  

corruption (see Bunčák, Džambazovič, Hrabovský and Sopóci, 2009). 

Another considered factor suggests that only those scandals that benefit a certain power 

segment are developed and hotly pursued in the media (Chomsky and Herman 2002). When 

one powerful group has an interest in shedding light on particular case, media attention will 

also be much higher, and the political communication taking place via media is then described 

as elite-to-elite.  

Lastly, the media coverage was also not helped by the fact that this case involved rather 

complicated military technology, operated on the level of exorbitant price tags and was linked 

to a very complex process of transformation of the Slovak Army, specifically the procurement 

of digital communication technology that upgraded out-of-date analogue systems. None of 

these points can be easily and engagingly described in the limited space of a tabloid article 

and a reader can thus find it hard to relate to. Those cases which receive widespread attention 

are likely to be simple, relatable, scandalous, and involving personal drama and emotions. 

This notion is also related to the issue of how corruption in itself is treated in Slovakia. 

Possibly partly due to the same reasons, the vast majority of tried cases involve petty 

corruption and the largest cases generally tend to pass unpunished (see Spáč, Hukelová 

and Šípoš, 2014). 

All of these factors mutually relate and possibly reinforce each other. Yet the fact that some 

corruption and political scandals received extensive media coverage – even those happening 
                                                             
79  See also http://www.transparency.sk/sk/vystupy/prieskumy/ 
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at the same time as the analysed case (and sharing some of its characteristics) – provokes an 

important question as to why the Mokys case never made it into the limelight of media and 

public attention. 

Furthermore, this case (along with similar large-scale corruption cases) points to the question 

of the limits of the mass media and their role in the democratic process. Media can facilitate, 

inspire and mobilise, although they cannot fully substitute independent political institutions 

and civil society advocate groups. Selecting this case for further scientific analysis may 

thereby bring some significant information about intertwining political affiliations, 

controversies and misconduct, and the specific involvement of different media and journalists 

in reporting such a complicated case. Further analysis of the specific media coverage was also 

conducted in order to trace the overall quality of journalistic work on this case in terms of 

objectivity, verification of facts, and stating relevant (or any) sources. 

 

2. Mokys – an (over) ambitious program for the Slovak military 

 

The case originated during the process of armament and personnel restructuring in the Slovak 

Army, which started in the early 2000s. In addition, the army was undergoing a complete 

professionalisation of its staff since compulsory military service was abandoned in 2006. 

These structural and procedural changes were also related to Slovakia joining NATO in 2004, 

which brought many new co-operation requirements. This process included – or was used as a 

pretext for – a complete renovation of the outdated information and communication systems. 

The previous analogue system was about to be replaced with a digital one, which should have 

connected all levels of command with the potential battlefield even in cases when regular 

communication networks would be disabled (Beer, 2012). For this purpose, the small Slovak 

Army (under the oversight of the Ministry of Defence) surprisingly decided adopting 

technology already used by other armies but with some important changes, making it almost a 

new product. The final decision was to purchase an interoperable mobile military-

communication system known as Mokys, to be developed by the international company BAE 

SYSTEMS. A development and implementation program for Mokys was scheduled to span 

nine years, which included a design phase, building of the prototype, and finally its serial 

production. However, this final decision provoked some constructive questions. For example, 

one can only wonder why the Slovak Army decided to get a system with some specifics that 

did not exist in similar communication systems among NATO countries, thus one with 

indemonstrable effectiveness in the battlefield and elsewhere? The very controversial changes 
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in conditions of the tender actually raised the very first suspicions among some of the media 

and with certain experts. Also, it was consequently the first point from which a low level of 

general trust in media reporting on this specific procurement can be noticed.  

The allegations of corruption in the mobile communication system Mokys, the largest 

armament project since Slovakia’s independence, revolved around unclear and changing 

guidelines for the public tender, non-transparent selection of the winner, and was later also 

tainted by non-transparent spending and accounting of expenses, as well as the keeping of 

some of the costs of the process in secret. The case spanned the administration of several 

Prime Ministers: the second government of Mikuláš Dzurinda (2002-2006), the first 

government of Robert Fico (2006-2010), the government of Iveta Radičová (2010-2012), and 

the second government of Robert Fico (2012-March 2016) – thus clearly affecting the whole 

political spectrum. Moreover, seven Ministers of Defence (MoD), who were successively in 

charge of implementing the system at the army, were replaced in the office during that period 

of time.80 

  

3. Corruption and armament procurements worldwide 

 

BAE SYSTEMS, which played a key role in this case, has clearly not been an example of a 

corruption-free company. On the contrary, in the middle of delivering the contract in 

Slovakia, in March 2010, the company had to pay approximately 400 million USD in fines for 

its corrupt practices abroad. That was the third largest enforcement action related to the US 

Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA) to date (Stevenson and Wagoner, 2011). Even earlier, 

some investigations related to the involvement of BAE SYSTEMS in the Al Yamamah arms 

pacts (dating back to the 1980s) between the UK and Saudi Arabia took place in 2007.81 

However, corruption in armament procurement is far from being limited only to BAE 

SYSTEMS. Singh (1996) has noted similar controversies in the case of India’s purchase of 

military jets. Luczak (2001) discussed a Polish scandal caused by the accusation of a personal 

advisor and assistant to the Deputy Minister of Defence for Procurement of routinely “arm-

twisting” and blackmailing foreign companies wanting to participate in Polish Ministry of 

Defence tenders. Commey (2008) reported on the 2003 accusation of the South African vice-

President Jacob Zuma with a case of corruption relating to an arms deal. Nevin (2001) also 

referred to suspicious circumstances related to the armament in South Africa, rather similar to 

                                                             
80 See http://www.mosr.sk/ministri-obrany/?mnu=279 
81 See http://www.theguardian.com/world/bae, http://www.corpwatch.org/article.php?id=9008 
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the Slovak case, when a 29.5 billion ZAR (approx. 3.6 billion USD) armament agreement 

rapidly expanded to the spending of 50 billion ZAR (6.2 billion USD). 

Moreover, questionable military commissions have seemed to occur rather frequently in the 

neighbouring Czech Republic as well. In recent years, Czech media have reported on several 

suspicious cases involving state purchases of various army equipment – fighter planes, 

military transport airplanes, armoured transport vehicles, infantry mortars and loader 

transporters. The corrupt incidences in the Czech military commissions have been so 

numerous that some Czech media have generated a compendium of these state failures (see 

Syrovátka, 2010). So far the most serious, a dubious purchase of CASA military troop 

transport airplanes without any public tender, has even forced the appropriate authorities from 

the European Union to bring legal action against the Czech Republic (Syrovátka, 2010). As a 

result of the EU’s lawsuit, the anti-corruption police launched an extensive investigation, 

which has so far resulted in two criminal charges, for the former Minister of Defence and the 

former head of the armament branch in the contemporary cabinet (ČTK 2015, March 4). 

Despite its serious consequences, this is actually not the most publicly infamous Czech 

military scandal, as it has brought some positive results due to proper investigation of the 

case. Nevertheless, the purchase of Gripen fighter planes has become the Czech example of 

multiple failures of both state authorities and legal procedures, when despite many allegations 

of corruptive practices in the Czech republic82 or in other countries83, no efficient legal action 

has so far been taken. The British investigators have - and this is rather interesting for our 

analysed case - reputedly found some evidence against the BAE SYSTEMS/Saab consortium 

(the manufacturers of these fighter planes) regarding attempted bribing of Czech politicians 

(Syrovátka, 2010)84. 

Considering all the circumstances and the involvement of the very same company in several 

suspicious activities regarding state military commissions, it actually seems rather unlikely 

that the Mokys case would be completely resistant to corruption. 

                                                             
82 See November 23, 2007, Švédští novináři dostali cenu za odhalení české korupce (Swedish Journalists were 

Awarded for their revelation of the Czech corruption), http://zpravy.idnes.cz/svedsti-novinari-dostali-cenu-
za-odhaleni-ceske-korupce-p2k-/domaci.aspx?c=A071123_091339_media_pei,  

83 See November 27, 2007, NYT: Výrobce gripenů uplácel maďarské politiky (NYT: Gripen manufactures 
offered bribes to Hungarian politicians),  http://zpravy.idnes.cz/nyt-vyrobce-gripenu-uplacel-madarske-
politiky-flc-/zahranicni.aspx?c=A071127_145210_zahranicni_miz 

84 See also February 19, 2007, MF DNES: Britové odhalili tajné platby v tendru na gripeny (The British have 
revealed secret kickbacks in tender on Gripen),  http://zpravy.idnes.cz/mf-dnes-britove-odhalili-tajne-platby-
v-tendru-na-gripeny-pzf-/domaci.aspx?c=A070218_215721_domaci_zra 
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4. The implementation of Mokys 

 

The new public tender for Mokys came into play only after the tender for TOKOS, the 

originally planned mobile communication system, was cancelled by the incoming MoD Juraj 

Liška in 2003. TOKOS was expected to cost about 190-224 million EUR. Liška filed a claim 

that certain pressure had been exerted on the Ministry of Defence to sign a contract with an 

army military vehicles servicing company, VOP Prešov  (Borčín, 2005a). The pressure of 

lobby groups on each other and on the ministry was cited as the reason for announcing the 

new tender for Mokys, although Liška denied it (Borčín, 2005b). 

The new system should have been about 40 million EUR cheaper (Beer, 2012). However, 

Mokys was expected to be much cheaper than TOKOS mainly due to the increasing value of 

Slovak koruna. Moreover, the expectations did not count on the importing of most of the 

components for such technologically advanced military equipment and the expected costs of 

TOKOS and Mokys in EUR/USD were therefore not very different. 

 

4.1. The controversial tender 

The tender for Mokys was organised in four selection rounds. Six companies applied in the 

first, and in August 2005 four of them continued into the second round. From these four 

companies, two made it to the final round – the French Thales Communications and British-

American BAE SYSTEMS (Beer, 2012). The tender was eventually awarded to BAE 

SYSTEMS, which was expected to start the first phase of the Mokys program in December 

2005. The 30 million USD contract referred to the design, development and delivery of seven 

prototypes to the Slovak military forces. The Slovak government was supposed to test the 

system in 2008, and BAE SYSTEMS would have started serial production afterwards. 

However, the circumstances of the tender were rather controversial from the very beginning. 

As mentioned, the Thales Communications actually offered the lower price, which was 

originally supposed to be the deciding factor in the competition. In the final selection round, 

the Ministry of Defence also added a new condition – ordering the supply of the logistics of 

the system by the winning company. This newly incorporated condition caused a relatively 

indignant stir in the media coverage, as well as among members of the tender committee, due 

to the lack of information provided them by the MoD (Dömeová & Borčin, 2005). Moreover, 

the condition about logistics was further designated as one of the most important criteria in 

the tender, although, according to experts, it should not have been regarded as such a 

fundamental element at all (Ďurišková, 2005b). The final sum was also not disclosed publicly, 
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as the certain parts of the contract were made secret. Thales further protested against the 

inadequacy of the tender, but the Ministry dismissed the complaint. 

In its tender, BAE SYSTEMS included a few offsets, through which several Slovak 

companies participated in the development of the technology, as well as in provision of 

services. However, it took months before the Ministry was willing to disclose the names of 

the involved Slovak companies (Jančík, 2007). They included Sitno Holding, whose owner 

Ľubomír Černák had twice held the post of Minister of Economy. At that time, BAE 

SYSTEMS was also under investigation by the British Serious Fraud Office (SFO) based on 

suspicions of malpractice in several countries (Milan and Čukan, 2007). In the Czech 

Republic, it was for the already mentioned suspicion of bribery in the case of the tender for 

fighter planes (Syrovátka, 2010). In the UK itself it was for alleged long-term bribery by 

a Saudi prince, also in connection with fighter planes’ purchase (Jančík, 2007). Nevertheless, 

the British authorities did not include the suspicious Slovak tender into their investigation. 

 

5. The role of the media and particular journalists 

 

The total coverage of the Mokys case included more than 400 unique stories (including TV 

and radio) by July 2014, according to the Slovakiaonline database. In contrast, the Gorilla 

case was covered in 5,400 stories. Our aim here was not to carry out a detailed analysis of the 

coverage of the case but rather qualitative comparison (based, in part, on quantitative data). 

Although the media did not exactly cover every stage of the case with the same interest, the 

daily newspapers Pravda, Hospodárske noviny and Sme actually brought relatively steady 

coverage of the case-related events, while reporting from a rather critical perspective. The 

weekly magazine Trend reported relatively less frequently (24 times), however, when it did, it 

almost always provided a wider perspective of the case with a critical stance. 

The media with the widest public reach – the tabloids Plus 1 Deň (pluska.sk – 17 mentions, 

including marginal ones) and Nový Čas (cas.sk), website topky.sk (34 mentions, including 

marginal ones) and the main public news broadcasts reported less often on the case. Their 

interest was, in the meantime, more focused on different types of scandals – e.g. the 

mentioned case of wiretapping journalists, resulting in the dismissal of MoD Galko. For 

instance, cas.sk published only 4 articles related to Mokys in the period of 2007-2011, 

referring only to articles from other newspapers in all of these reports. However, solely in 

2011, it actually published 4 articles related to the wiretapping of journalists. 
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Generally, the most direct media coverage of the case was published at its beginning, in the 

years 2005-2007 and then again in 2010-2012, when the case was re-investigated. The 

journalists who steadily reported on the Mokys case came from the dailies Pravda, 

Hospodárske noviny, Sme and the business weekly Trend.  

Lukáš Milan, also from Pravda, was an interesting example of possible conflict of interests as 

he had written several critical articles about the case in 2007-2010. One of these articles, or 

rather a serie of articles on overpriced tenders at the Ministry of Defence won in a special 

category journalistic competition organised by the OSF in 2008. Later in 2010, he actually 

started to work as a spokesperson at the Ministry of Defence under the then MoD Galko, 

which is nevertheless a common career move of successful Slovak journalists who seek career 

growth.  

However, the Ministry of Defence itself apparently did very little to investigate the case and, 

instead, mostly tried to spread a positive message related to the offset programs. Infrequently, 

the Ministry also reacted to incorrect information occasionally published in the media. Two 

statements issued by the Ministry reacted to three articles published in Pravda in 2005.85 It is 

rather significant that their total readership on December 15, 2015, i.e. 10 years later, was less 

than 10. 

Apart from the general critical stance of the media, consistent positive coverage of Mokys can 

be found in magazines with close relationships to both government and business, namely 

Euroreport Plus and Revue Priemyslu (Revue of Industry). However, they reported only 

rarely and purely about the topic of new technology implementation, and never mentioned the 

possibility of corruption. Other media also generally praised the fact that several hundreds of 

people gained employment in companies subcontracted in developing technology for Mokys 

(e.g. TASR 2015, November 8).   

Despite the fact that many journalists in various media wrote about the case, and the general 

consensus that the contract was not the result of a transparent and fair tender, almost none of 

the investigating journalists was able to find or publish any relevant evidence of corruption, 

straightforward links to top politicians or any other pieces of information that could have 

either helped police in investigation, or at least increased public pressure on politicians and 

political parties involved.  

Whether it was because of the complexity of the problem due to the specificity of the case, 

which is related to defence and security issues and thereby partly classified, journalists were 

                                                             
85  See http://www.mosr.sk/komunikacny-system-mokys-uspori-asi-miliardu-korun/, 

http://www.mosr.sk/reakcia-na-clanok-v-denniku-pravda-o-mokys-e/ 
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not able to find proof of corruption and misuse of public funds. Yet, at least some journalists 

apparently tried to do so – or rather, were provided with such information. For example, 

journalist Eva Mihočková (2012) published an article in the most popular weekly in Slovakia, 

Plus 7 dní, with a questionable invoice related to Mokys along with other critical opinions on 

the case. The key source of information was a businessperson from the defence industry. 

However, no one has ever contacted her since.  

Nevertheless, despite the apparently extensive involvement of different political parties in the 

case, the long-lasting suspicious spending of public money, as well as the bold moral appeal 

by the then PM Radičová, no significant public outrage was noticed. Our analysis of media 

coverage two weeks before and two weeks after labelling the Mokys a “King Kong” shows 

that there was virtually no mention of the Mokys case during the initial period, whereas rather 

significant coverage occurred after the PM’s announcement. We followed here our 

methodology described earlier.  

 

Table 1: Results of an analysis of objectivity, verification and source of information by 

media (%) 

Medium Objectivity Verification   Source                  Front page 
Number of 
investigated 

articles 
SME 37,50 50,00 75,00 50,00 8 

Hospodárske noviny 0,00 50,00 100,00 0,00 2 
Pravda 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 0 
 

From the conducted analysis it is obvious that Sme paid the greatest attention to this case, with 

largest number of published articles (and, additionally, three commentaries) and half of those 

news articles were published on the front page. Sme also fared comparatively well in 

objectivity, verification and source stating. In contrast, the daily Pravda completely ignored 

this issue and failed to produce any article related to Mokys and Radičová’s statement in the 

analysed period. Surprisingly enough, Hospodárske noviny paid only random attention to the 

development of this case. Considering that the then PM labelled this case much more 

important than the Gorilla scandal, the low attention of the media to this case seems to be 

highly problematic. 

6. Conclusion  

 

The principal lesson that can be drawn from the Mokys case is that the interests of elites in 

business and industry are usually altogether generally untouchable by changes at the political 



 
 

 
 

72  

level. The only exception – SaS party representative acting as MoD – seemed to be punished 

rather than celebrated for his efforts to clear the case, both by the media (for alleged spying on 

journalists which, however, proved years later to be a false accusation) as well as by other 

politicians. The media are also quite unable to influence the business-politics collusion. 

Nevertheless, from the analysis of media coverage, it is obvious that the media, especially 

Sme, also played the positive role of reporter/facilitator in the Mokys case for the most part. 

Although several changes of government took place during the slow and intermittent process 

of the implementation of Mokys (Dzurinda-Fico-Radičová-Fico), and at least two criminal 

charges were submitted in relation to it in 2007 and then in 2012, the outcome of two 

investigations resulted in a decision that no criminal act had been committed in the case. One 

would expect that, for a new government, it would be politically beneficial to expose and 

demonstrate that the political opponents were prone to corruption. However, the unavailing 

investigations further supported a theory that there was more than one party who benefited 

from the initial tender and further implementation of the Mokys project. 

Moreover, it seems that processes of public procurement and implementation of projects are 

rather non-transparent in Slovakia. Obviously, some military secrets are involved in this 

particular case. As a matter of fact, an occasional whistle-blowing is often punished, and 

administrative supervision to effectively monitor public spending is largely absent (with plans 

announced in 2016 to introduce it), or at least thwarted. For example, the Inspection at the 

Ministry of Defence is subordinated to the domain itself, and it is therefore difficult to believe 

that it could have had an entirely independent, neutral, and unbiased position in this case. 

Furthermore, and very similarly to other corruption cases, no one from the political leadership 

was sent to jail during the ten years of public scandal for mismanagement, wasting of 

taxpayers’ money, delayed procedures, or any other possible misdeeds in the Mokys case. 

One can thus only speculate whether a major public outrage - which was literally non-existent 

in this case - supported by heavy media coverage, would have shaken the political spectrum 

and supported the effort of those few journalists and even fewer political personalities who 

actually pointed out the discrepancies in the initial tender, as well as in the subsequent 

implementation of the system. As nothing significant happened, this kind of outcome may be 

considered as gravely detrimental for the very nature of democracy and political culture that 

sustains it. Our theoretical analysis has thus drawn attention to the possible causes of the 

media’s overall failure to produce a scandal with more substantial effects in catching the 

public’s attention and forcing the state authorities to deal with the case in more a liable and 

profound way. 
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Nevertheless, the Mokys system itself was implemented in the end. Simply said, it was “too 

big to fail” (although some discussion about its early termination occurred). However, 

possibly for the same reason, it was (at least originally) rather costly, non-transparent, 

wasteful and long-delayed at the same time. One can only wonder how the final cost - 

estimated by some as little as about 10% of originally planned cost, with full operational 

parameters at the end, was possible to achieve?  

In fact, the Mokys saga continues.  News published in July 2016 suggested that the project is 

still not fully operational, despite  claims made by the Minister of Defence86.  

 

 

 
 

                                                             
86 See Peter Kováč, July 11, 2016, Do Mokysu dá armáda ďalšie státisíce (The army is financing Mokys even 

further), http://domov.sme.sk/c/20213090/do-mokysu-da-armada-dalsie-statisice.html and The White Book 
on Defence,https://www.slov-lex.sk/legislativne-procesy/-/SK/dokumenty/LP-2016-709  
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Case study 6: Politics, oligarchs and media in Slovakia: The 

Gorilla case  

 

 

 

 
1. Introduction87 

 

The anonymously published files known by the codename Gorila (Slovak version of the word 

Gorilla)88 caused a major political scandal and subsequent public protests with heavy 

consequences for a key reformatory political party (although seen by many even before this 

scandal as relying on rather dubious party finances). The scandal also created a rather 

negative image for other key right-wing and left-wing parties in Slovakia shortly before early 

parliamentary elections in March 2012. The infamous case suggested that even after the 

celebrated replacement of the previous governments of Vladimír Mečiar in 1998, which 

leaned towards a proto-oligarchic regime, a nucleus oligarchic system was still secretly 

garnering support from the main political parties (see e.g. Šátek, 2010, 2012a). The Gorilla 

files present cumulative transcripts of tapings allegedly recorded several years earlier by the 

Slovak Intelligence Service (SIS), the civil intelligence service, in an apartment in Bratislava. 

They supposedly showed the attempts of some local oligarchs to capture both national politics 

and some business activities to serve their own interests. Despite the seriousness of the case, 

apparently no effective attempts to investigate it were made in all those years. The two key 

persons (a journalist and an agent of SIS) who tried to push authorities and/or media to deal 

with the files were generally rejected, and in one case (an agent) even punished (see interview 

with agent Holúbek, in Vagovič, 2016). But once the files were anonymously leaked via the 

Internet, the widespread top-level corruption case indicated received heavy attention in the 

                                                             
87 With contributions by Ľubica Adamcová, Gabriela Mezeiová and Alena Ištoková. Internal reviewers Gabriel 

Šipoš and Jozef Hajko. The authors are very thankful for his critical comments to Martin Škubla.  
88 This code name is not related to the expression "800-pound gorilla" (US English metaphor for a person or 

organization so powerful that it can act without regard to the rights of others or the law), although it could 
actually nicely fit in this case. The nickname Gorilla was allegedly in reference to the robust body of a key 
actor in this case.  
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media and shook politics. That attention was in sharp contrast with the previous disinterest 

and prolonged disregard for the case by those who knew about the files, including the media. 

Until today, the slow (see Šátek, 2012c) but extensive (see Vagovič, 2015)89 official 

investigation of the case by the state authorities is still ongoing, although in May 2016, Dušan 

Kováčik, the special prosecutor claimed that the investigation was about to be finished (in 

Ducár, 2016). On the one hand, an eruption of media coverage, along with politicians 

struggling to issue statements in an endeavour to politically withstand the scandal, protests 

and other forms of pressure from a discontented public occurred in relation to this case. On 

the other hand, the main negative non-political actor mentioned in the file, Penta Investment 

Group, made many PR90 and legal counter-efforts91 to tackle this issue. All these 

characteristics make this case an interesting example of the interactions among media, 

politics, the public, investigating/criminal authorities and, last but not least, the oligarchic 

business-political collusion in Slovakia. 

 

2. Oligarchs before and after 

 

The modern oligarchic system is broadly considered a concealed political-business regime 

based on a corruption. This hidden form of governing is based on vested interests between 

businessmen and politicians. The aim of these groups is to obtain unfair advantages, mostly in 

regulated and protectionist public sectors within the economy (Johnston, 2005). The 

oligarchic system in Slovakia is not as developed as, for example, in neighbouring Ukraine 

(see Matuszak, 2012) or in Russia (see Braguinsky, 2007).92 Nevertheless, in the early stage 

of the independent Slovak Republic (particularly during Vladimír Mečiar's two governments 

in 1992-1998), it appeared that many politicians became heavily involved in kickback 

benefits, supportive promises or clear bribes offered by businessmen. This concerns, above 

                                                             
89 The special prosecutor Dušan Kováčik claimed that the police file on investigation of Gorilla had 60,000 

pages, police made 650 interviews, and asked 12 -times for legal help from abroad and initiated 20 criminal 
proceedings as of June 2015 

90 See http://www.kauzagorila.sk and http://www.pentaokauze.sk/ According to the intellinews, 22.9.2014, 
Penta had 3,000 mentions at the height of the Gorilla scandal 

91 See for example, letter by legal representatives of Penta sent to various websites, 
https://www.ginn.press/news/hascak-penta-utocia-na-gorilu or Valček, 2015a and Burčík, 2016. 

92  According to former Slovak Minister of Economy, Ivan Mikloš, while the share of richest 50 Ukrainians on 
overall Ukrainian GDP in 2015 was about 46%, in Russia it is 16.6%, in the USA about 4.5%. Mikloš 
estimated that in the Czech Republic and Slovakia this share was about 10 to 11% of GDP respectively (in 
Palata, 2015). See also list of Slovak oligarchs according to Slovak journalists at 
https://dennikn.sk/69130/10-investigativnych-zurnalistov-pomenovalo-5-najvacsich-oligarchov/ 
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all, the process of privatisation that was ongoing. As a rule, this was done at the cost of 

apparent violations of codes of political conduct and good governance, if not of the law itself, 

or involved at least the responsible persons turning a blind eye to the misconduct (Bútora and 

Ivantyšyn, 1998). Even when the law was formally kept, selected domestic investors were 

often favoured. 

When the “rainbow” conservative-liberal-left opposition led by the SDK (in itself coalition of 

right-wing political parties) represented by Mikuláš Dzurinda (later to become Prime 

Minister) came in power in 1998 (with Dzurinda  being PM until 2006), this was hailed by 

many as a new political period of a free and fair society, which would also get rid of the 

tendencies toward an oligarchic regime. However, the Gorilla files published a few years later 

suggest that the oligarchic system was secretly developing onward with the tacit support of 

the principal political parties even after the overthrowing of the previous pro-oligarchic 

regime. The Gorilla files present an example of how local oligarchs subordinate politics and 

the economy to themselves in order to serve their own interests. In other words, this case 

deals with possible ‘grand corruption’93 and state capture94.   

In particular, the rather shocking documentation of the wire-taping operation, probably 

performed by the SIS, reveals the details of alleged conversations (among others) between the 

oligarch Jaroslav Haščák, a co-owner of the Penta Investment Group (private equity group), 

and various prominent political personalities and their associates. These conversations were 

accidentally95 recorded in 2005 and 2006 in a Bratislava apartment and suggest widespread 

corruption among the leading political parties. Despite the seriousness of the Gorilla file, 

apparently no serious attempts to investigate the case were made for nearly six years (before it 

was made public). Probably the first civil person coming in contact with the file was Tom 

Nicholson, a British-Canadian journalist naturalised in Slovakia. In 2009, he tried to contact 

the media and police with the information, but editors from Sme and Trend did not dare to 

                                                             
93  ‘Grand corruption’ by political and business elites involves the payment of bribes to gain contracts but also 

the purchase of political influence. In contrast, ‘petty’ corruption is when people are expected to pay bribes 
in order to get the service they are entitled to from a public employee. 

94  The concept of ‘state capture’ was introduced by Hellman, Jones and Kaufmann (2003) to describe some 
aspects of economy transition in some of the former communist countries of eastern Europe. In this 
transition, some companies were deliberately adopting strategies of networking to influence government 
officials and politicians to change the laws and regulations in their favour, and partly accomplished through 
corrupt payments. 

95  But with the court´s initial permission, see Valček, 2016, although Škubla, 2016, concluded that the 
Constitutional Court banned any legal use of transcripts of recordings from the Gorilla case in its Statement 
III. ÚS 490/2015. Even earlier, the Constitutional Court had cancelled previous court´s permission allowing 
wiretapping operation and called it unconstitutional, in November 20, 2012. 



 

 
 

77 7
7 

publish this information since there was no other evidence96, although the police themselves  

started to deal with the case in two independent investigations97. Curiously enough, the file 

later apparently disappeared from the police´s possession (Nicholson, 2012). However, once 

the files had been anonymously leaked to the public via the Internet in late December 2011, 

the allegedly widespread corruption case received much praise in the media and provoked a 

heated public discussion, along with several demonstrations. Moreover, the revelations 

subsequently impacted the careers of some politicians in Slovakia, as well as that of the 

leading right-wing party SDKÚ-DS (Slovak Democratic and Christian Union – Democratic 

Party. These contradictions, the long media silence on the one hand, and the sudden eruption 

of reporting about the case on the other, together with the prolonged investigation amidst loss 

of the file by authorities, make this case worthy of in-depth analysis. Moreover, public and 

media interest in this case was renewed after leaks in late 2015 about indirect high payments 

from Penta Investment Group to a company belonging to the former head of the counter-

intelligence unit of SIS, code-named Gorilla II  (see, for example, Tódová, 2015b).98 Finally, 

from a media and by and large from a democratic perspective, direct and indirect purchase 

and co-purchase of some important media outlets by local oligarchs, including those made by 

Penta Investment Group in 2014/2015, raised doubt about the future freedom of a key part of 

the Slovak media (see Kernová 2015a, b). 

 

3. Oligarchs and oligarchic systems in political and media theory and practice 

 

The term oligarch and its implications in Ancient Greek states have already been discussed, 

usually with negative connotations (Tamiolaki, 2013). According to Wright and Sengupta 

(2015), oligarchs are defined in political-economic literature as the leaders of such companies 

in a common industry that create barriers to its entry. Oligarchs are related to "economic 

groups", e.g. industries and corporations, and "privileged groups" of individuals with a 

common interest, e.g. trade associations (Wright and Sengupta, 2015). 

                                                             
96 Pavel Bielik, Branislava Oprala, April 2016, Tom Nicholson: Vyčítali mi, že som blázon bojujúci proti 

systému (Tom Nicholson: They criticised me as a fool fighting the system), http://gaudeo.sk/tom-nicholson/ 
97 See June 15, 2015, https://dennikn.sk/minuta/160519/, 2012, January 17, PROKURATÚRA: Preskúmali 

kauzu Gorila zákonným spôsobom a nestranne (The Office of the Prosecutor: They investigating the case 
Gorilla according to law and impartially), http://ipolitika.sk/2012/01/prokuratura-preskumali-kauzu-gorila-
zakonnym-sposobom-a-nestranne/ 

  http://ipolitika.sk/2012/01/prokuratura-preskumali-kauzu-gorila-zakonnym-sposobom-a-nestranne/ 
98 The original transcript http://skgorila2.tumblr.com/ 
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Johnston (2005) identified four syndromes, or patterns of corruption, which correspond to 

four ways to combine politics and economics, as well as the quality of public economic and 

financial institutions. These are called "Influence Markets", "Elite Cartels", "Oligarchs and 

Clans", and "Official Moguls". The types of political and economic systems, and levels of 

institutional strength, tend to fall into identifiable patterns. Only the two antecedent patterns 

are important for the purpose of this study, since the systems of Oligarchs and Clans (the 

oligarchies take possession of the economic interests of the country while maintaining formal 

and functional democracies) and Official Moguls (the power is concentrated in the hands of 

senior single-party officials, or tycoons, who use the political structure to defend their 

interests) are, according to Johnston (2005), occurring only within totalitarian and non-

democratic regimes.   

State capture revolves around the details of policy, while seeking access to, and influence 

within, state institutions. In such scenario, the politicians often serve as middlemen, putting 

their connections out for rent in exchange for contributions. These corrupt practices are 

typical for mature democracies, and although the state of affairs in Slovakia more or less 

exhibit the major features of this category (Johnston, 2005), the Elite Cartels system 

presumably operates within the state at large, and the whole scandal behind the Gorilla case 

confirms this hypothesis. 

However, cartels generally occur in democracies in a stage of consolidation and subject to 

deep institutional and political reforms. The markets are under pressure due to greater 

openness and liberalisation, with the purpose of preventing the operation of monopolies and 

cartels. The role of the State as regulator is under consolidation and the conflicts and tensions 

between public and private institutions are constant. Society in general is moderately wealthy 

and citizens have very diverse perceptions about their quality and good reputation (Johnston, 

2005). This scenario contributes to the corruption phenomena that occur in the formation of 

interest groups standing at the intersection of public and private interests in order to obtain 

advantages in the most protected public sectors within the economy (Wright and Sengupta, 

2015), such as public enterprises and State leases, often working as a monopoly or an oligarch 

regime.  

Some others argue that in all cases we actually deal with ‘grand corruption’ or state capture 

by political and business elites in both democratic and non-democratic states (and regardless 

of whether these states are rich or not) (Della Porta and Vanucci, 1999). This phenomenon, 
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sometimes also called ‘networks of influence’, has three features. Firstly, it involves 

systematic networks as well as individual bribes. Secondly, privatisation, including 

outsourcing of government contracts, forms a core part of the business-political relations. 

Thirdly, multinational companies based in rich countries which are supposedly ‘clean’, play 

(or used to play) an extensive role in the grand corruption process in less rich or clearly poor 

countries (e.g. BAE SYSTEMS or Siemens, or see recent Spanish case in Charron, 

Dahlström, Fazekas and Lapuente, 2015).  

 

4. Gorilla case – the development 

 

Shortly before Christmas in 2011, the aforementioned lengthy document emerged via an 

international website, with summaries of quasi-transcripts of conversations between some top 

and lower level public and private figures.99 The published file, supposedly compiled by the 

SIS, did not contain direct transcripts of the wiretaps, but purported to provide raw 

information based on them. The persons involved discussed privatisation deals conducted 

during the second term of government led by Mikuláš Dzurinda, a reformist Prime Minister in 

office between 1998 and 2006 (and Minister of Foreign Affairs in Iveta Radičová' s 2010-

2012 government). The allegations that bribes worth millions of Euros were paid to officials 

or political parties to win various public-procurement and privatisation contracts lie at the 

heart of this scandal. Former ministers, representatives of Austrian, French, Italian and 

Russian multinationals, and tycoons from Penta Investment Group, one of the largest 

influential Slovak investment groups, as well as all four political parties in Dzurinda's second 

coalition government, were all named in the file.  

The persons directly involved in the recorded conversations were, among others, Jaroslav 

Haščák, co-owner of Penta Investment Group; Anna Bubeníková, then member of Executive 

Committee and head of section of the National Property Fund and later (2010) the 

chairwoman of the National Property Fund,  and the SDKÚ-DS  party-liner; Jirko Malchárek, 

then the Minister of Economy; Róbert Fico, then chairman of the strongest opposition 

political party Smer-SD and future PM; and František Határ, Fico's personal assistant. 

Jaroslav Haščák was allegedly present during almost all of the conversations (in contrast to 

the other aforementioned people) and, according to the documentation, he apparently directly 

                                                             
99  The initial file is available online to the present day at: http://skgorila.tumblr.com 
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instructed Bubeníková and Malchárek to influence prominent public tenders on behalf of the 

Penta Investment Group. 

Moreover, it is important to point out that illegal activities of other important politicians or 

political parties’ nominees were remarked during the conversations as well. The politicians 

discussed were generally members of the SDKÚ-DS party and its coalition partners, KDH 

(Christian Democratic Movement) and SMK (Hungarian Coalition Party), as well as of the 

Smer-SD party, which was as such also frequently mentioned in the taped conversations. 

Even now it is questionable to what degree the material published online is genuine and 

matches the official documentation of the SIS (Nôta, 2015). Some analysts consider it 

“authentic evidence” (Svoráková, 2012, 2, especially see Šátek, 2012a,b). Yet even Tom 

Nicholson raised doubts about the introductory and concluding parts of the document (in 

Hanus and Vagovič, 2012). There are, however, few doubts that the information described in 

the file reflects at least the notion of how politics and big businesses secretly interact(ed) in 

Slovakia (see Šátek, 2012a, b). The new data anonymously published in late 2015 suggested 

that some events described in the file are most likely based on facts.100 

Be that as it may, it is still unknown how the classified information was leaked to the public 

(Nicholson claimed that he received it from an anonymous source) and who initially 

published the Gorilla file on the Internet. Some journalists related to investigating or 

commenting on this case claimed it could have been one of the newly established political 

parties. Apparently, the new parties could have profited from discrediting the major political 

parties involved in the scandal during the political campaign before the parliamentary 

elections, which were due to take place in Slovakia in March 2012 (Kováč, 2012). Some 

people claimed it could have been Tom Nicholson himself, as he had been continually 

offering the file to politicians and various media outlets for a couple of years, and the online 

publication could have been a great addition to Nicholson's book about this scandal. 

Nicholson denied these accusations and proclaimed that it was either one of the SIS 

representatives, or some of the new political parties (Klačanská and Mezencevová, 2012).  

Not only some editors, but certain both top and low level politicians also knew about the 

Gorilla case a few years before it was made public101. However, no media dared to publish or 

                                                             
100  See video from press conference by journalist Marek Vagovič and lawyer from an NGO Zuzana Čaputová, 

5 November 2015, http://www.tyzden.sk/video/27851/potvrdili-pravost-casti-spisu-gorila/, further Daniš, 
2015, but also see counter-arguments by Penta, in Ďurík, 2015 

101  See 2015, May 21, Prečítajte si list bývalého agenta, ktorý nahrával Gorilu (Read a letter by former 
agent who wiretapped Gorilla), http://www.tvnoviny.sk/domace/1793994_precitajte-si-list-byvaleho-agenta-
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broadcast excerpts from this file due to their fear of consequential libel suits. Indeed, the 

publisher of Hospodárske noviny actually lost an appeal in 2016 against the verdict of the 

lower court, in which Penta successfully sued for a commentary referring to the Gorilla files 

in 2013 (see Daniš, 2013)102. Similarly, TV Markíza was fined by the Broadcasting and 

Retransmission Board for broadcasting an item in the main news on November 1, 2015 in 

which raised some questions related to the Gorilla case. The reason for punishment was that 

one of alleged key negative actors did not get sufficient time slot for reaction103. 

Nevertheless, no politician actually pushed the investigation of the scandalous case forward 

before the case became publicly known. Some independent observers, politicians and 

politically appointed civil servants later claimed that the SIS itself had shown a lack of 

interest in cooperating to examine the files and the case (Nicholson, 2012). Others, including 

the SIS, blamed the police or state prosecutors for a lack of true interest to investigate this 

case (see Mihočková, 2015). Jozef Šátek (2012b), former director of Anticorruption Office, 

argued that the initial general lack of interest to investigate the case probably happened due to 

the coming parliamentary elections in 2008. 

In fact, a dubious role of the former Prosecutor General  Dobroslav Trnka was revealed when 

as deputy prosecutor general personally raised serious doubts about the authenticity of the 

file, yet he then attempted to take the Gorilla case to be investigated directly through the 

Prosecutor General's Office. However, on January 2012, the Minister of Interior finally 

established a special team to investigate the Gorilla case, and several politicians have called 

for a thorough examination of the claims contained in the file. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
ktory-nahraval-gorilu; http://www.tvnoviny.sk/domace/1793994_precitajte-si-list-byvaleho-agenta-ktory-
nahraval-goriluAndrea Hanúsková, 2012, Gorila na roztrhanie. Dzurinda konečne prehovoril... (Gorilla as top 
agenda. Dzurinda finally spoke out), http://www.noviny.sk/c/slovensko/gorila-na-roztrhanie-dzurinda-k-nej-
vraj-barlicky-nepotrebuje-; 2012, February 1, Policajt z Gorily: Dzurinda ovplyvňoval vyšetrovanie 
korupcie! (Policeman from Gorilla: Dzurinda put pressure on investigating corruption!), 
http://www.topky.sk/cl/1000120/1297902/Policajt-z-Gorily--Dzurinda-ovplyvnoval-vysetrovanie-korupcie- 

 
102  See http://www.kauzagorila.sk/aktualne/a219_penta-vyhrala-spor-s-hospodarskymi-novinami 
103  See mk, (2016, May 24). Markíza dostala sankciu za reportáž Barbory Marekovej o Gorile (Markíza  Was 

Fined for a Riport by Barbora Mareková about Gorilla), http://www.omediach.com/tv/item/9149-markiza-
dostala-sankciu-za-reportaz-barbory-marekovej-o-gorile 
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5. The role of Tom Nicholson 

 

As mentioned above, Tom Nicholson was probably the first journalist coming in contact with 

the Gorilla file. According to his explanation, disillusioned SIS officer contacted him after 

many attempts to persuade his superiors to deal with the case (Nicholson, 2012, see also one 

of many interviews with Holúbek in Vagovič, 2016). Subsequently, Nicholson tried to contact 

media and make the file public. However, since there was no other evidence, no editor dared 

to publish this information. Nicholson then gave a copy of the file to the police. The police 

hesitantly started the investigation. The file in its possession was later lost (Nicholson, 2012) 

or was officially according to internal orders destroyed. Nicholson was even allegedly offered 

5 – 10 million Slovak crowns (about EUR 150,000-300,000), allegedly by two members of 

the SIS, to symbolically return the file back and promise he would not write about the case 

(Petková, 2012). 

When the scandal went public, Nicholson mentioned three reasons why he believed the 

Gorilla file is trustworthy. Firstly, every major issue included in the file later happened the 

way it was mentioned, with just minor irrelevant variations. Secondly, every person from SIS, 

with whom he spoke, confirmed the relevance of the file, and nobody said it was nonsense or 

unauthentic, other than the people involved in the corruption scandal (Nicholson, 2012). 

Thirdly, the former Prime Minister Iveta Radičová took the last existing intelligence summary 

of the Gorilla case deposited in the Government Office and gave it to the state authorities 

responsible for investigation; however, she only did so after the scandal became public 

(Klačanská and Mezencová, 2012). 

As already mentioned, Nicholson offered the file and his articles to a variety of the Slovak 

media who did not want to deal with this material due to the lack of bullet-proof evidence. 

The editors were afraid of the potential legal accusations from the aggrieved parties 

mentioned in the file and consequential high compensations for presumably losing the case in 

court. According to Nicholson, no single journalist tried to look for possible ways to solve 

this situation in order to write about the case; every one gave him nothing but explanations as 

to why it was impossible to publish articles about it (Nicholson, 2012).  

Furthermore, the Penta Investment Group pressed an injunction against Nicholson when he 

started to reveal excerpts from his book about the Gorilla case, which was due to be 

published. The book was subsequently banned by the court in February 2012 for the sake of 
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its potential harm to Jaroslav Haščák (Burčík, 2012, Buláková, 2012). Nonetheless, the Court 

of Appeal changed the verdict of the First Instance Court later in the year, and Nicholson was 

free to publish his book in July 2012. 

The Gorilla scandal also brought a series of demonstrations (see Majchrák, 2012) which 

represented some kind of materialised expression of the public dissatisfaction with the 

political situation and political class in the country. Tom Nicholson was also present at many 

of these demonstrations as he had become a kind of a popular hero. Nicholson quit his job, 

since probably his very loosely managed free-lance style of work was not very compatible 

with the daily routine work of a newsroom. Therefore, a Slovak NGO (Alliance Fair-play) ran 

a public collection for him to be able to continue his work investigatimng the case (Nicholson, 

2012). Several attempts to discredit him occurred during the year 2012 and following up the 

Gorilla case scandal; for example, his telephone was wiretapped and the recordings were 

given out to the media (Burčík, 2013). 

 

6. The Gorilla case in Slovak media 

 

The Gorilla Case is probably the most covered single corruption case in the Slovak history. 

Database of media content information storage company SlovakiaOnline includes 5,400 

mentions of Gorila (+ file SIS or case or corruption) between December 2011 and July 2014. 

This is far more than the second most discussed single corruption case, Notice Board Tender, 

with about 1,300 mentions in a much longer period.104 

Matúš Kostolný, the then editor-in-chief of the key agenda-setting daily Sme, was among the 

first editors whom Nicholson contacted with the offer to cover the Gorilla case. Kostolný´s 

explanation of the media silence on the case is thus rather relevant and captures a difference 

between the lack of interest back then, and after Gorilla had become a public topic in early 

2012 when Sme produced at least one article about the case a day. Sme's hesitance to write 

about the case was driven by a lack of original evidence (e.g. initial original audio recordings, 

transcripts of the original interceptions, or a source) proving the file's authenticity; and they 

were also advised by a lawyer not to publish it (Kostolný, 2012a).  

                                                             
104  On this case, see for example John  Boyd, 2012, June 1, Former MP Charged with Corruption in “Notice 

Board” Tender, The Daily Slovakia http://www.thedaily.sk/former-mp-charged-with-corruption-in-notice-
board-tender/#ixzz48WWUlAPj 
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Although Kostolný defended the position of the Sme daily with the argument that the  media's 

main role is to seek the truth rather than to be involved in an unproven scandalous case, the 

daily never investigated the case further until the file leaked onto the internet. Therefore, one 

can argue that Sme's position on the Slovak media scene was somehow weakened after all the 

information went public and its credibility was publicly questioned.105 The weekly .týždeň 

claims to be the first magazine to issue a story written by Nicholson on this case (Hríb, 2014).  

In general at the beginning, after 20th December 2011 until early January 2012, the number of 

articles dealing with the topic was quite low. TA3, the Slovak news television station, briefly 

reported on the topic (Nicholson, 2012), and there was a short mention of the case in the Sme 

and Pravda dailies. It is possible that the media did not want to disturb the Christmas holiday 

period, or it was simply a waiting game to find out what would happen afterwards. 

Nevertheless, the Gorilla case nicely supports Entman´s (2012) theory about the low interest 

of politicians to make public those scandals that deal with both or all major sides of political 

spectrum, as well as difficulties of the media to produce a full-blown scandal under such 

circumstances/political collusion. It is apparent that no politician dared to bring the scandal to 

public attention until the files leaked via the internet. Of course, it might be true that the then 

opposition (de facto Smer-SD) did not know about the files, although this seems unlikely, 

considering that some editors-in-chief and some individual journalists already possessed such 

knowledge. 

In approximately two weeks time the media coverage intensified greatly, especially after then 

Minister of the Interior Daniel Lipšic got involved in the debates (Prušová and Fila, 2012). 

When Lipšic publicly proclaimed the authenticity of the Gorilla file, his statement appeared 

on the front pages of most Slovak papers. The suspension of Anna Bubeníková from her chair 

in the National Property Fund added relevance and credibility to the case (see Fila, 2012a) 

and intensified the media coverage (e.g. Vargová, 2012). Bubeníková was among the major 

suspects, due to her direct appearance in the transcribed documentation of conversations with 

Jaroslav Haščák. The statements of certain persons involved in the case, either directly or by 

references to them in the recorded conversations, were published as well. Media activity on 

the case later spread into the coverage of Gorilla protests, with protesters mostly being 

presented and quoted in media as disgusted victims of political lies (e.g. Prosnan, et al., 

2012). 
                                                             
105  See e.g. the public discussion related to the initial Kostolný’s explanatory article at: 

http://m.sme.sk/diskusie/1948787/1/ 
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The major problem of (the former PM) Mikuláš Dzurinda's presence in the whole scandal was 

based on his knowledge of the file and the notion that the alleged corruption took place during 

his PM term on the one hand, but also due to the vast involvement of right-wing politicians 

who were directly mentioned in the file, on the other hand. 

The authenticity of the Gorilla file was also the one of the major topics in the hyped debate. 

The then Prime Minister Iveta Radičová acted as an originator of such statements in a few 

articles as well (e.g. Kostolný, 2012b). An attributed oligarch in this case, Jaroslav Haščák 

was quoted in some articles dealing with the authenticity of the file (e.g. Fila, 2012b). Anna 

Bubeníková, Penta spokesman Martin Danko, as well as certain businessmen and politicians 

from the government coalition labelled the Gorilla file as fake. However, this was not 

surprising as their presence was beneath the whole scandal. The public perceived them as 

violators, and their symbolic power and credibility were weakened due to this public opinion. 

The then Minister of Interior Daniel Lipšic, appeared in the media quite often at the time of 

the scandal (e.g. SITA, 2012). However, he was presented more as an arbitrator or initiator of 

the investigation. He was not generally associated with the misdemeanours of the case (save 

for one of his close associates), but has been exceptionally linked with the misconduct of the 

investigation. In the given context, it is interesting to point out that the media mentioned the 

political leader Robert Fico and his left-wing party Smer-SD only marginally. Despite the fact 

that Sme, Pravda and Hospodárske noviny reported about the frequent appearance of his name 

in the file (e.g. Burčík, 2011), they paid little attention to his role in the scandal. 

The major problem was that the SIS remained silent. Moreover, it did not let former 

employees involved in the case to talk about it. Therefore, the statements of politicians 

decisively determined the direction of discussions in the Slovak media. If it were not for the 

forthcoming parliamentary elections, the politicians would probably have remained more or 

less silent about the case. Nevertheless, due to the tense electoral period, they had to give their 

standpoints and communicate with the scandalised public in order to retain voters. After a 

short culmination phase, the daily paper Pravda was first to present the scandal in the context 

of the forthcoming elections and asked what effects it might have on individual candidates 

and political parties (Stupňan, 2012). According to the findings of Midulová (2013), Pravda 

also exceeded the other analysed dailies in the space given to the opinions of various political 

experts, which were mostly related to the above-mentioned presentation of the case in the 

electoral context and a suspicion about the purpose-built timing of the file’s publication and 



 

 
 

86 8
6 

promotion of the case in the media. In comparison, the daily Sme did mention neither possible 

relation of the scandal to the elections nor its impact on their outcome at all. 
 

6.1. The press and tv coverage  

The study of representation of the Gorilla case in the Slovak media is predominantly focused 

on three major quality daily printed newspapers: Sme (centre-right), Pravda (centre-left, with 

a not very transparent ownership) and Hospodárske noviny (economy daily). Although many 

Slovak dailies and weekly magazines largely reported the case and some are mentioned 

throughout the study, the general comparison of the overall output covers only these three 

dailies due to their reputable position and publicly respected seriousness among the major 

Slovak newspapers. The other two papers with the highest circulation in Slovakia, Nový čas 

and Plus jeden deň, are publicly considered to be tabloid-like press. Their credibility of 

reporting about the Gorilla case is therefore questionable by definition and they are not 

included in the study.   

 

6.2. Internal quantitative-qualitative content analysis 

In our analysis, we were interested not only in whether the media provided information 

according to their internal standards, but also whether readers got correct – although 

ambiguous – information. Therefore, we checked whether the person confirmed statements 

(confirmation in Table 1) in the Gorilla file at least partly, or denied all accusations. Finally, 

two general journalistic issues were of  interest to us as well. It was the total coverage 

(including all articles dealing with the case except commentaries) and location of news reports 

on the front page. Table 1 shows the results of the analysis. 
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Table 1: Results of the analysis of objectivity, verification and the source of information 

by media (%) 

Medium Objectivity             Verification            Confirmation  Source Front page 
Number of 
investigated 

articles 
SME 68,75 72,50 48,75 100,00 25,00 80 

Hospodárske noviny 53,33 75,00 40,00 100,00 21,67 60 
Pravda 45,16 61,29 38,71 100,00 16,13 31 

 
The highest number of articles (in total as well as on the front page) was published by daily 

Sme, followed by the business daily HN and with a rather radical distance by Pravda. The last 

fact is surprising, considering that the most often mentioned subjects in the transcripts were 

right-wing parties actually. Moreover, Pravda also published the lowest number of its articles 

(from its already low total of articles) on the front page.  

However, the findings of quantitative research on the same topic (i.e. media representation of 

the Gorilla case) conducted by Midulová (2013) with only slightly extended reference period 

(December 20th, 2011 – February 6th, 2012) showed dramatically different results in the 

percentage of the front page articles. According to Midulová’s data, Pravda exceeded both 

Sme and HN in the ratio of articles presented on the front page (35%, 27% and 22%, 

respectively), although the sequence of the total number of articles remained unchanged with 

Sme taking the lead, followed by HN and radically laggard Pravda. Further comparison of 

Midulová’s and our research outputs thus shows that Pravda suddenly (in just 6 days) 

reported on the scandal in 5 more front page articles (10 in total for the whole period), whilst 

it issued an identical number of front page articles (5) during our whole (!) research period, 

i.e. in 41 days. 

Nevertheless, Pravda also fared worst with respect to objectivity (as defined above, and with 

caveats mentioned above), while Sme, despite publishing the largest number of articles (thus 

increasing the risk of mistakes), was the most objective medium. Although neither newspaper 

reached at least reasonable (let us say 90%) objectivity, the present differences seem to clearly 

indicate a medium quality of journalistic work.  

A verification indicator proved that, in our case, there were usually two sources used 

(between 61% in the case of Pravda to 75% in the case of HN), although these sources did not 

necessarily confirm or speak about details of the same issue in an article as is clear from the 

confirmation indicator. These results varied from almost 39% to 49%. In other words, the 
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majority of articles did not contain facts, but mostly contradictory claims or denials. It is of 

little benefit that the sources of these claims were, in all cases, clearly identifiable.  

In summary, the best coverage was indisputably provided by the daily Sme, the worst 

coverage was offered by the daily Pravda (which focused more on the impact of the story on 

elections) and the daily HN could be qualitatively put in the middle. However, and in fact not 

very surprisingly – considering the criminal nature of reported alleged past activities – the 

sources mostly denied all accusations stated in the file, thereby forcing the media to report 

mostly rumours. 

 

6.3. External quantitative-qualitative content analyses  

Another  research by Midulová (2013) based on ample of the same newspapers (and the usage 

of very similar coding system based on theoretical principle developed by Entman (1991), 

revealed regarding the focus of the topics in Sme, Pravda and Hospodárske noviny during the 

examined period (this time the researched period was December 20th, 2011 – February 6th, 

2012) that the focus of the media stood on the conflict of differing opinions about the Gorilla 

case, covering approximately 1/3 of the overall media output within the case. The controversy 

about the authenticity of the file was a major concern in the beginning, but later the media 

focused on the particular statements of involved persons, politicians and people investigating 

the case. The second most frequent content frame was the public moralisation (in 

approximately 1/4 of the articles). These articles focused on expressing moral judgments 

about political corruption, presenting secret meetings of politicians with attributed oligarchs, 

showing the luxurious property gained by the individuals  allegedly mentioned in the file, etc. 

These kinds of presentations largely generate nothing but public resistance towards the 

government and overall contempt for the misuse of political power106. The third content frame 

was the attribution of responsibility, discussion about the investigation, and pointing out the 

guilty (a little less than 1/4 of the articles). In contrast to the first most frequent frame, where 

the conflict and different opinions were supported by statements of particular people involved 

in the case, this frame of content represented speculation about guilt and responsibility, more 

or less derived from the opinions of the journalists themselves, although seconded by the 

notions of the current progress in individual revelations.  

                                                             
106  See for example, from later period, http://www.aktuality.sk/clanok/309885/malcharek-z-gorily-mal-po-

odchode-z-politiky-dostat-miliony-od-podozrivej-firmy-s-cyperskymi-vlastnikmi/ 
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Considering the total number of articles published about the Gorilla case, Sme issued 3 times 

more articles about this topic than Pravda, however, the articles in Sme were generally more 

narrow in scope and often supplemented by many pictures, therefore contained relatively less 

valuable information. During the examined period, Sme published 3 articles per day on 

average, while Pravda published only 1 article per day, and Hospodárske noviny produced 2 

articles. (These particular results show that the circulation of a newspaper does not necessarily 

correlate with the intensity of media coverage of a particular scandal, regardless of the 

opposite argument being shown in an empirical research conducted by Puglisi and Snyder, 

2011, in the USA).  

Table 2: Average daily circulation of newspapers in 2012 

 Pravda Sme Hospodárske noviny 
2011 53 646 53 294 16 991 
2012 51 843 48 893 15 389 

Source:  Poláš, 2015 and abcsr.sk 

 

Nonetheless, it is true that the daily Sme wrote most frequently about the case, and even 

Hospodárske noviny exceeded Pravda twice in the number of published articles. 

In most cases, the newspapers gained their information from their own editorial work and the 

articles contained the name of the author. Thanks to the attractiveness of the topic,  journalists 

active work can be recognised in all analysed media outputs. In almost half of the articles 

focusing on the Gorilla case, three or more quotes from different people involved were 

frequently present. Such an extended effort towards comprehensive coverage of the diverse 

attitudes can be considered an attempt to reasonably balance the sources during a highly 

confusing phase of this public scandal.  

Regarding the form of the articles, Pravda reported about the case in the manner of an 

intelligence game far more frequently than did Sme or Hospodárske noviny. Pravda also 

claimed that the file was published before the elections on purpose (Stupňan, 2012). The 

consequences for individual politicians were deduced in several cases in articles from this 

daily. On the contrary, the dailies Sme and Hospodárske noviny mentioned the Gorilla scandal 

in the context of elections only exceptionally. The content of the articles in Sme and 

Hospodárske noviny was generally derived from the statements of politicians and public 

figures. In fact, the statistical findings of Midulová (2013) showed that the quotes of 
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politicians formed an overwhelming majority in articles which gave space to any kind of 

personal statement in all three dailies. According to her research, such result supports the 

theories (see Sigal, 1973; Hagen, 1993) advocating existence of an elitist access of certain 

information sources to the news services, thus deliberately shaping interpretation of particular 

piece of information presented to the public. Nevertheless, the research confirmed that all of 

the three examined newspapers were very active in their own investigative and analytic work 

on the case during the period; the findings of other media were used in only a few cases. 

Pravda's unusual way of reporting (lesser attention, focus on the impact of the case on 

elections) about this case probably reflects transitions in their editorial policy after the change 

of the daily’s ownership in 2010. Moreover, communication with Zuzana Petková, the former 

deputy editor-in-chief at Pravda, revealed that the majority of journalists who were critical 

towards Smer-SD left the daily, either voluntarily, or under threats.107 Therefore, although the 

major scandal revolved around right-wing politicians, the files frequently mentioned the head 

of the major leftist party. Pravda thus found itself in a rather complicated situation – it was 

interested to inform about the case as it considered mainly rightist parties, yet the daily also 

struggled as the scandal could also harm Smer-SD. 

However, the right/left-wing bias of individual dailies cannot be confirmed as, according to 

the statistical output of Midulová (2013), the responsibility for the wrongdoing was mostly 

attributed to the rightist SDKÚ-DS in all three analysed papers, whereas leftist Smer-SD was 

mentioned as the perpetrator only marginally. 

It is worth mentioning that once this story was made public, articles about it received much 

praise in a journalistic competition organised by the NGO Open Society. First, Tom 

Nicholson won one of two Open Society Prizes for his story Kováčik a stratený spis (Kováčik 

and a lost file) published in the weekly .týždeň in April 2011. This story described how the 

special prosecutor approached Nicholson after he personally brought the transcripts of the file, 

and also later events, when the police officially destroyed a partial file about the controversial 

case.108 This was probably the first article in the media that tackled the Gorilla case. Second, 

Miroslav Kern was shortlisted for Journalistic Awards for 2012 in the category "best 

analytical-investigative contribution in printed press". He wrote a series of articles on the 

                                                             
107  Email from Zuzana Petková, petkova@trend.sk, April 27, 2016.  
108  See http://www.tyzden.sk/casopis/8567/kovacik-a-strateny-spis/ and 

http://www.tyzden.sk/casopis/10548/spis-gorila-fico-ako-poistka/ 
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Gorilla case in the Sme daily. Third, photo-reporter Marián Peiger from the private wire 

agency SITA won "the best news picture" award for his photo "Protest Gorilla" in 2012. 

It should be mentioned here that according to Svoráková (2012, 102-103), the case was more 

or less ignored by TV stations, with TV TA3 and Czech TV stations being exceptions. Most 

news and reports were laconic in her view. The TV stations paid more attention to the 

aggressive behaviour of a small group of extreme radicals than to the protests themselves. 

Even though the incidents happened after the official demonstration and the organisers 

expressed their categorical disapproval of them, the TV news kept presenting images of angry 

youngsters rattling the gate of the Government Office or trying to climb over roadblocks. But 

the speakers formulating civil announcements and requirements were in Svoráková´s view 

deliberately ignored. Moreover, police interventions during the largest protest meeting in the 

streets of Bratislava were ignored as well. Finally, Svoráková highlighted the important role 

played by the Internet in coordinating protests and in providing full coverage of protests. One 

can consider these claims as misinterpretation or a misunderstanding of the specific nature of 

television media work. Moreover, Svoráková´s study is silent on the methodology she used. 

 

7. Impact on politics 

 

Those few scholarly attempts to explore a possible connection between corruption and civic 

engagement have produced conflicting results, although there are certain electoral benefits for 

the opposition coming from voters’ anger towards “dirty” politics (Kostadinova, 2009, 2013). 

Yet in this particular case, Spáč (2014) resolutely argues that the Gorilla case greatly affected 

the election campaign before parliamentary elections in March 2012. Bauhr and Charron 

(2016) claim that grand corruption increases loyalty to corrupt politicians, demobilises the 

citizenry and crafts a deep divide between insiders, or potential beneficiaries of the system, 

and outsiders, left on the sidelines of the distribution of benefits. This notion allegedly 

explains why outsiders fail to channel their discontent into effective electoral punishment. 

However, it worked differently in Slovakia while considering the right-left political spectrum. 

While political party Smer-SD, whose leader was the only high ranking politician who 

actually (according to the file) visited the apartment and talked to the oligarch (which he 

never clearly publicly denied), was rather successful in the subsequent elections, the right-
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wing parties, more often mentioned in the files as well as in media reports, especially the 

SDKÚ-DS party, were less successful in elections.109 

Indeed, although at least one representative of literally every major political party was 

mentioned in the file, the right-wing coalition led by SDKÚ-DS felt the greatest impact of the 

public's outrage. The former PM Mikuláš Dzurinda was particularly seen as the major 

offending politician to blame for this corruption scandal, and that mood was supported by the 

vast media coverage of both Dzurinda´s failures and the misdeeds of other representatives of 

the coalition government. At the same time, left-wing and other opposition politicians were 

mentioned only marginally. 

In this context, let us esamine briefly the contemporary political circumstances in Slovakia 

during the culmination of the scandal. At that time, according to contemporary opinion 

polls,110 the right-wing coalition was suffering a prolonged period of public support 

deprivation, whereas the left-wing party Smer-SD led by Robert Fico was at the height of 

popularity. The Gorilla file's revelations therefore only accelerated the ongoing and 

unavoidable decline of the SDKÚ-DS, which was clearly shown in the outcome of the 

parliamentary elections in March 2012. In contrast, Smer-SD triumphed on such a scale that 

the party was able to assemble the government alone, with no need for coalition negotiations. 

The intriguing part of the media coverage of the Gorilla scandal against the backdrop of the 

forthcoming elections becomes more evident with the notion that the investigative criticism 

broadcast and published in the media did not take the form of a standard political conflict 

between the right and left wing, or the government and opposition. It is possible that in order 

to discredit Dzurinda more effectively, the statements of the political opposition were covered 

in the media only marginally or not at all, and the major focus was drawn to the conflicts (not 

related only to the Gorilla scandal) inside the government coalition (see Krpala, 2012). 

Moreover, only a certain part of SDKÚ-DS (and its coalition partner KDH up to a point) was 

under the high-pitched media pressure, which seems to stand as evidence of the media's 

intention to sidetrack Mikuláš Dzurinda, then the SDKÚ-DS chairman, and praise his party 

fellow, then the Prime Minister Iveta Radičová, as well as the then Minister of the Interior 

Daniel Lipšic from another coalition party, KDH. Thus, the media campaign generally 

                                                             
109  See e.g. http://www.webnoviny.sk/slovensko/clanok/476992-smer-vyhral-volby-s-obrovskym-naskokom-

ziskal-83-kresiel/ and for comparison with previous period, 
https://sk.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vo%C4%BEby_do_N%C3%A1rodnej_rady_Slovenskej_republiky_v_roku_2
012 

110   The results of public opinion polls by the Focus agency available at: http://www.focus-research.sk/ 
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concentrated on the conflicts between fractions within the same establishment, whilst 

practically ignoring the opposition and even its leader’s imminent presence in the Gorilla 

files. The one-sided political party spectrum focus of the media apparently helped the 

opposition party Smer-SD to emerge blamelessly from this widespread political scandal, and 

in the end, to win the parliamentary elections overwhelmingly. 

Nevertheless, there are some other implications of the impact of the establishment on the 

media and vice-versa. Lukáš Fila (2014) has pointed out the various aspects of interactions 

between politicians, businessmen and the media. First, the Gorilla transcripts suggest that 

undesirable media coverage can have a negative impact on the businesses involved. This 

notion would point to the media-owning businessmen who can influence the publishable 

content. At this point, it would be appropriate to recall the infamous statement made by Marek 

Dospiva, co-owner of Penta. Dospiva mentioned three main reasons for Penta‘s interest in the 

media business, and one of them was that “it should work as a deterrent in case of ‘irrational 

attacks‘.” (in Mikulka, 2015, see also Kernová, 2015a). In other words, the media are 

supposed to offer (active or passive) PR protection against perceived unfair criticism in the 

(other) media. Indeed, as mentioned, Penta indirectly purchased some major print media in 

Slovakia in 2014/2015. Second, some journalists or media managers can also be seen as 

attractive political leaders, which would affect the content in an analogous way. Third, free of 

charge or heavily discounted media coverage could help in building a political party that 

would represent the interests of oligarchs. It should be mentioned here that Štefan Šimák (in 

Klačanská, 2014), the former co-founder of publishing house 7 Plus who sold it to V3 Media 

Holding (while Penta Investments Ltd provided funding for the transaction) in 2015, 

mentioned that this investment group has probably three aims with media business. First, it 

aims to build a large international media house. Second, it is better for Penta to own the media 

that used to criticise them. Third, there is a commercial factor – Penta may use its media for 

selling its products (such as a chain of drugstores).  

According to Nicholson (in Petková, 2012), the Gorilla case indicates that the party system in 

Slovakia could possibly be under-financed, leaving  political parties to feel that they do not 

have enough money from legal sources (the state budget) to cover their costs (see Bértoa, 

Deegan-Krause and Učen, 2012). Therefore, they are seeking additional income and are prone 

to become involved with benefit-seeking businesses (Petková, 2012). Yet it is uncertain 
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whether just an increase in financing the party system would make a difference, as the 

experience of some West and South European countries suggests. 

As a result of the Gorilla scandal, some initiatives, focused on transparency and clarity in 

politics appeared. For example a civic association, called Against Corruption (Proti korupcii), 

was founded in 2012.111 Foundation Stop Corruption was established in the summer of 

2014.112 Tom Nicholson himself established a civic association Under the surface to support 

investigative journalism in Slovakia. In 2013, Nicholson visited some secondary schools and 

universities, where he spoke about corruption in the public sector and tried to motivate young 

people to get involved in the public happenings. 

 

8. Conclusion 

 

After more than ten years of its existence and more than five years after its infamous 

publication, the Gorilla case remains a high-profile national political scandal (see Penta 

Investments, 2016 or Burčík, 2016). The investigation was still on-going during the writing of 

this study, and although the police publicly proclaimed the authenticity of the file to a great 

extent (Burčík, 2015, see also Čikovský, 2012, and counter-arguments by Penta113), no major 

legal consequences that would attract public/media attention have been derived so far.114 

Considering all evidence and circumstances115, including the rather sharp and systematic 

reactions (including both legal and PR efforts) of the Penta Investment Group, it seems that, at 

large, the file correctly described corrupt negotiations and deals between politicians and the 

oligarchic investment group. This preliminary assessment is rather important – íf it were all 

fabricated stories, the media could be seen as misleading the public. In general, this case 

                                                             
111  See: http://www.protikorupcii.sk/ 
112  See http://www.zastavmekorupciu.sk/activities/liga-proti-korupcii 
113  See http://www.pentaokauze.sk/sk/articles.aspx?r=34mPCE 
114  See probably most recent related criminal charges to one of privatisation deals, Kauza Slovenských 

elektrární: Polícia vzniesla nové obvinenie (The Case of Slovak Power Plant: Police has raised new charges), 
at http://www.maplefish.sk/kauza-slovenskych-elektrarni-policia-vzniesla-nove-obvinenie/, March 12, 2016. 
The very first criminal charges directly related to Gorilla were raised but also immediately cancelled in 
2012, see Prokurátor zastavil trestné stíhanie Pavla Ruska (Prosecutor Stopped Criminal Investigation of 
Pavol Rusko), March 15, 2012, http://www.noviny.sk/c/slovensko/prokurator-udajne-zastavil-trestne-
stihanie-pavla-ruska 

115  See for example, Malchárek z Gorily dostal po odchode z politiky milióny. Od podozrivej firmy s 
cyperskými vlastníkmi (Malchárek from Gorilla obtained millions after he left politics. He got this money 
from suspicious company with Cypriot owners), 10.12.2015, 
http://www.aktuality.sk/clanok/309885/malcharek-z-gorily-mal-po-odchode-z-politiky-dostat-miliony-od-
podozrivej-firmy-s-cyperskymi-vlastnikmi/ 
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illustrates ethical and legal dilemma for the media when the sources mostly deny all 

accusations, thereby forcing the media to report mostly rumours or contradictory claims and 

denials (after making the files public on the Internet) or not report at all (before making the 

files on the Internet). 

Publishing the file on the internet in December 2011 set off a wave of ardent media coverage 

of the scandal, followed by public statements of many prominent politicians who were silent 

until then, as there is usually a very low interest among them over public scandals that deal 

with both or all major sides of the political spectrum (Entman, 2012). It probably had an 

decisive effect on many voters during the parliamentary elections in March 2012, however, 

the effect was rather distorted due to the public opinion at that time and the media coverage of  

the case. A series of protests took place and some civic actions oriented on preventing 

corruption in the public sphere emerged a few years later. The right-wing political party 

SDKÚ-DS suffered the most and some believe that the scandal marked the beginning of the 

end of its era. Anna Bubeníková, the chairman of the National Property Fund, and a nominee 

of SDKÚ-DS, was suspended from her office. 

However, and ironically, another person involved – this time a key positive actor (if the filles 

are based on correct evidence) and former member of SIS, Peter Holúbek - lost his job. The 

key private-public mover of the case, Tom Nicholson faced an injunction related to 

publication of his book Gorila in 2012. The Penta Investment Group's co-owner, Jaroslav 

Haščák, and Zoltán Varga, threatened to sue Nicholson for libel. Nicholson also had to testify 

several times during the criminal investigations of the case. In addition to lawsuits, Nicholson 

faced some vague threats and attempts to bribe him, and, later, to discredit him. He played a 

very active and initiatory role in this case, as he tried hard to make the story public, 

unfortunately without success due to a lack of indisputable evidence.   

By contrast, the Slovak media were utterly inactive until the file was made public on the 

internet, and, despite Nicholson offering the case to some of them for more than two years, 

they showed no interest in further investigation of the Gorilla file. Even after the infamous 

online publication of the case, some media acted quite selectively and the output was 

sometimes unbalanced (see Penta Investments, 2016). For example, the severe accusations of 

Mikuláš Dzurinda (in contrast to the praises of Lipšic and Radičová) were raised on the one 

hand, whereas generally very little attention was paid to Robert Fico and his party Smer-SD. 

The best initial coverage among quality newspapers was indisputably provided by the daily 
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Sme, the worst coverage was offered by daily Pravda and daily HN coverage could be 

qualitatively put in the middle. The unusual failure of Pravda to properly inform about the 

scandal was, however, most likely supported by the change of its owner and the whole 

editorial policy, as the new management has been biased towards the leftist ideology, or even 

Smer-SD, thus clearly showing how media ownership and/or ideology can negatively affect 

the freedom of the press or coverage. 

Nevertheless, the media and public have generally not forgotten about the initial scandal, and 

some journalists have closely followed and reported on every step of the investigations so far. 

They have discussed the different aspects of the scandal, their political and moral outcomes, 

and continually interviewed the persons involved. In fact, the media have been prone to liken 

nearly every notion of supposedly corrupt behaviour to the Gorilla case. 

A positive output of the Gorilla case is that the public became empowered for some time at 

least, and was generally informed about the very likely hidden business-political practices. An 

important lesson to be noted for the general public is to keep one's eyes wide open from this 

time on, as more effective activism and participation will be needed in order to really change 

the way politics work in Slovakia. The fact that protest is not a very integral part of the 

political culture in Slovakia, presents a certain problem, so public dissatisfaction does not 

always result in effective and relevant actions leading to real social changes. This case also 

illustrates that a few individuals can make a difference in how society evolves in both positive 

and negative ways.   

However, and ironically, another person involved – this time a key positive actor (if the filles 

are based on correct evidence) and former member of SIS, Peter Holúbek - lost his job. The 

key private-public mover of the case, Tom Nicholson faced an injunction related to 

publication of his book Gorila in 2012. The Penta Investment Group's co-owner, Jaroslav 

Haščák, and Zoltán Varga, threatened to sue Nicholson for libel. Nicholson also had to testify 

several times during the criminal investigations of the case. In addition to lawsuits, Nicholson 

faced some vague threats and attempts to bribe him, and, later, to discredit him. He played a 

very active and initiatory role in this case, as he tried hard to make the story public, 

unfortunately without success due to a lack of indisputable evidence.   

By contrast, the Slovak media were utterly inactive until the file was made public on the 

Internet, and, despite Nicholson offering the case to some of them for more than two years, 

they showed no interest in further investigation of the Gorilla file. Even after the infamous 
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online publication of the case, some media acted quite selectively and the output was 

sometimes unbalanced (see Penta Investments, 2016). For example, the severe accusations of 

Mikuláš Dzurinda (in contrast to the praises of Lipšic and Radičová) were raised on the one 

hand, whereas generally very little attention was paid to Robert Fico and his party Smer-SD. 

The best initial coverage among quality newspapers was indisputably provided by the daily 

Sme, the worst coverage was offered by daily Pravda and daily HN coverage could be 

qualitatively put in the middle. The unusual failure of Pravda to properly inform about the 

scandal was, however, most likely supported by the change of its owner and the whole 

editorial policy, as the new management has been biased towards the leftist Smer-SD, thus 

clearly showing how media ownership can negatively affect the freedom of the press. 

Nevertheless, the media and public have generally not forgotten about the initial scandal, and 

some journalists have closely followed and reported on every step of the investigations so far. 

They have discussed the different aspects of the scandal, their political and moral outcomes, 

and continually interviewed the persons involved. In fact, the media have been prone to liken 

nearly every notion of supposedly corrupt behaviour to the Gorilla case. 

A positive output of the Gorilla case is that the public became empowered for some time at 

least, and was generally informed about the very likely hidden business-political practices. An 

important lesson to be noted for the general public is to keep one's eyes wide open from this 

time on, as more effective activism and participation will be needed in order to really change 

the way politics work in Slovakia. The fact that protest is not a very integral part of the 

political culture in Slovakia, presents a certain problem, so public dissatisfaction does not 

always result in effective and relevant actions leading to real social changes. This case also 

illustrates that a few individuals can make a difference in how society evolves in both positive 

and negative ways.  Another lesson from Gorilla, as well as from plenty of other leaked cases 

worldwide, is that nowadays, in the modern digital environment, it is becoming rather 

difficult for corrupt networks to maintain deep secrecy. On the other hand, these corrupt 

networks are able to prevent or at least postpone investigations of some of these cases. They 

are capable of halting them to such an extent that the cases themselves became misty and 

irresolvable, whereas the pieces of evidence are marked as irrelevant even by courts, or 

disappear altogether. In this process, some state representatives seem to be willing to protect 

their vested interests instead of  the credibility of the governmental system. This, together 

with a legally and economically constrained media, already in part, ironically, under the 
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control of local oligarchs, is a rather worrying aspect of (not only) the Slovak democracy. The 

potential oligarchisation of key media houses, despite the chance to freely express oneself via 

the Internet, still significantly threatens the possibility of detection and coverage of corruption 

scandals (due to the agenda setting and inter-media agenda setting roles of the key print and 

TV media), especially when politicians become involved in collusions in which kickbacks 

suppress their duties towards the public interest.
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Case study 7: Glance at the Glance House 

 

 

 

 
1. Introduction116 

 

The study examines a particular case that shattered public opinion and general trust in Slovak 

legal institutions between the years 2012 and 2014. Although the case is partially unresolved 

until the present day due to some pending legal proceedings, the police and prosecutor´s 

office internal investigation and overall media coverage showed several important issues 

about institutional and procedural policy concerning the treatment of specific illegal 

misconduct in state organisations.  

The background of the case concerns the building and selling of the Glance House apartment 

complex in a satellite town near Bratislava. Initially, the daily Sme briefly reported the story 

in January 2011. In his two articles, reporter Matúš Burčík (2011a,b) informed about 

obstacles accompanying completion of the building. Jana Šlachtová, one of the owners of the 

development company involved, pressed probable fraud charges against her co-owners, and 

blocked the whole project until the resolution of the suit. Over 50 unsatisfied clients, who had 

already paid deposits for flats in the newly erected apartment complex, were thus left with no 

guarantees for future development in the case. Nevertheless, no other major media house 

reported on the case at that time, probably due to the not-necessarily-appealing subject matter, 

and the articles in Sme actually focused mainly on the disappointment of the new apartments’ 

owners, not on the background of the legal case itself. 

However, after almost two years of media silence, the very same journalist from Sme made 

public information about controversial activities by state representatives concerning the 

selling and re-selling of the Glance House (Burčík, 2012a). In doing so, he consequently 

launched a wave of hyped reporting about the case, largely followed and examined by a 

majority of Slovak media (both written and broadcast), thus turning the case into a publicly 

well-known scandal. The main concern in the case was framed around the moral and legal 

                                                             
116  With contributions by Ľubica Adamcová, Silvia Augustínová and Alena Ištoková. Internal reviewer 

Juraj Filin. 
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conduct of Dobroslav Trnka, the previous Prosecutor General and then contemporary deputy 

Prosecutor General, whose legal actions in the case of Glance House were labeled as one of 

the biggest conflicts of interest among state employees in the history of Slovakia (Fila, 2012). 

The ultimate misconduct of the abovementioned prosecutor did not occur until May 2012117; 

hence no reference to the illicit activities underlying the legal procedures in the original 

lawsuit could have been assumed in the very first articles. Trnka himself believed that the 

media greatly influenced how the case evolved (SITA, 2012, November 27). In fact, it was 

very likely that without leaking information to the media, the general public would have 

probably not have noticed the scandalous legal actions of Trnka and other state 

representatives, including initial attempts to conceal or, at least, soften the unlawful conduct 

of one of its top employees by the Office of Prosecutor General itself.  

While considering various attempted, or never to be revealed, suppressions in the 

government-related cases, Leigh (1982) argues that the relationship between journalists, 

private citizens and government organisations in the criminal justice system (police, courts, 

etc.) is particularly interesting and tend to be heavily unbalanced. Too much power is usually 

firmly in control of the people who run the organisations, whose interest lies in imposing 

secrecy wherever they need it. Therefore, not enough power remains in the hands of the 

media, although journalists have an important political role in disclosing what is actually 

going on in society. Moreover, journalists have to constantly defend themselves against 

powerful people and institutions who do not accept that without free speech and freedom of 

information, which is what journalism stands for (or at least should), society would be even 

weaker and more ignorant than it already appears to be. 

An extremely important role of the media can thus be seen in the revealing and covering of 

this case, which showed some state representatives’ shocking disregard for the law. By virtue 

of extensive media coverage, a clear abuse of power by the very person and institution that 

had been entrusted with enforcing the law was uncovered in its whole monstrosity. Moreover, 

the case was even presented before a Parliamentary Committee in November 2012 and media 

subsequently received statements by various politicians, who apparently declared their 

disapproval of Trnka’s actions (SITA, 2012, November 27), although this political outrage did 

not actually help to smooth or advance the complicated legal proceedings in any way. 

 

                                                             
117   See http://domov.sme.sk/c/6613519/trnka-podpis-na-liste-ktorym-povolil-prevod-nepoprel.html 
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2. The background of the Glance House case 

 

Due to the legal controversy between the owners of the Glance House development company 

over the ownership status of the building, which included related criminal charges; a juridical 

sealing of any further legal steps related to the treatment of the housing complex was initially 

issued by the Special Prosecutor’s office.118 As a matter of fact, it became unclear who 

actually owned Glance House, and its clients were left without the flats they had already paid 

for. As mentioned above, their story was briefly covered by the Sme daily, along with a short 

report about the stage of the initial legal proceedings. 

Nevertheless, the turning point in the whole case was initiated by the legal action of Trnka. 

He issued an official letter, in which the ownership of the aforementioned property was 

opinionated as rightly attributed to one side of the conflict and allowed its registering to a new 

owner by the Cadastral Office (Burčík and Tódová, 2012a). The wording of the official letter 

was not, legally speaking, unambiguous. At any rate, nobody but the Prosecutor General (a 

vacant position at that time) had a right, on strictly stated legal grounds, to transfer a property 

or encourage anyone to do so, once it was already blocked by the Special Prosecutor’s Office.  

Initially, Trnka’s legal action was not seen as being a clear-cut illegal act. According to the 

provisional Prosecutor General Ladislav Tichý, by issuing the letter that encouraged illegal 

action by the Cadastral Office, Trnka had only expressed his legal opinion (SITA 2012, 

November 27). The legal opinion on the act of Trnka developed further. Although a breach of 

law was subsequently found in the case, Tichý again backed up his subordinate and stated that 

not every breach of the law is a crime, but sometimes simply a human error (Burčík and 

Tódová, 2012b).  

Nevertheless, about a year before issuing that incriminating letter, Trnka himself had 

apparently advocated a different opinion about granting such permission. In January 2011, 

OTP Bank, which provided credit for financing the construction of an apartment house, had 

asked the General Prosecutor to change the decision of the Special Prosecutor’s Office, to 

remove an embargo from the property and make it disposable to sale. Dobroslav Trnka, at that 

time still in the office of Prosecutor General, informed the bank that the only remedy against 

the decision could be a complaint, which only a judge could decide. Nonetheless, the same 

person later surprisingly managed to find a solution after Šlachtová asked him to do so, 

although he apparently knew that such an act was illegal (see Burčík and Tódová, 2012c). 

                                                             
118  The Office of Special Prosecutor is a separate body in the Slovak judicial system that was established with 

the primary aim to tackle the organized crime. 
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After the scandal had been leaked to the public via media, Trnka plainly stated that the single 

aim behind his action was to help the aggrieved company and ultimately the clients who had 

bought flats in the property, to resolve an unclear situation and to accelerate the successful 

finalising of the complex (Burčík, 2013a).  

Later on, the media investigation of the background of both actors concerned pointed to 

another legal case, in which Trnka tried to support Šlachtová’s claim (Burčík, 2013d). 

However, Trnka denied both the accusation of favouring Šlachtová and also refused to 

acknowledge that his behaviour was suspicious or illegal in all the objections and throughout 

the whole case development. However, apart from issuing the letter, permission for the 

property transfer was also conveyed without any notice to the Office of Special Prosecutor, 

which is clearly a major misconduct. 

 

3. Glance House: conspicuous activities, conflict and media coverage 

 

As already mentioned, the scandal accompanying the property transfer of Glance House 

apartment complex had begun to attract the attention of some media only after a certain period 

of time. It was probably due to the initial findings in the case, which did not seem particularly 

unique. In Slovakia, there have definitely been cases of investors failing to finish their 

housing projects, resulting in loss of money or interests of small investors. Nevertheless, the 

Sme daily was the first media house to report the story of the Glance House clients in January 

2011. Two initial articles, written by journalist Matúš Burčík, gave an account of the legal 

disputes between the co-owners of the development company, but primarily focused on the 

situation of the aggrieved clients, who paid for apartments in the Glance House project but 

were unable to get to them or to get back the invested money. However, the word fraud 

occurred in the context of this case for the first time in this report, although the reporter could 

not have known then how near to the truth he was, since the major events revealing the 

shocking illegal misconduct of deputy prosecutor Trnka, and others involved, happened after 

more than a year. 

Therefore, after these brief reports, a long media silence took place, as the case was not 

developing in any way. It is, however, evident that the forenamed journalist did not lose his 

interest in the case and probably kept monitoring it in the meantime. It was only by virtue of 

his subsequent journalist intervention that a very controversial transfer of the Glance House 
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property (with the surprising involvement of the deputy General Prosecutor) leaked to the 

public in November 2012.  

The very first murky details had instantly drawn the broader attention of the general public to 

the case, resulting in a hyped wave of overall media coverage supporting the initial articles. 

Between the end of 2012 and 2015, the case of the Glance House was covered by various 

newspapers, including tabloids and magazines, as well as in TV and radio broadcasts, etc. It 

also launched a large number of very intense internet and blog discussions, either in 

connection to the published articles or in the form of separate commentaries and speculations. 

After the glimpse into the list of media articles or while following the in-text references, it 

becomes evident that Matúš Burčík was the leading figure to report about the case during its 

whole development, thus forming the main basis for analysis of this case. Although not all of 

his articles could have been included into the study, as he (along with other journalists from 

the daily Sme) sometimes reported about the scandal as much as twice daily at its peak in 

November and December 2012. It can therefore be concluded that the Sme daily (and Burčík 

in particular) played a major positive role in the scandal, firstly due to the revelation and 

initial drawing of public attention to it, and secondly by virtue of the relentless vigour in 

reporting whatever relevant developments were made in the case. This can be also seen in 

table below. 

 

Table 1: Coverage of the Case During 2 Weeks After the Scandal Broke (Publication of 

Trnka´s Letter) (%) 

Medium Objectivity  Verification  Source  Front page 
Number of 
investigated 

articles 
Sme 75,00 63,00 100,00 25,00 16 

Hospodárske noviny 0,00 60,00 80,00 20,00 5 
Pravda 100,00 100,00 100,00 50,00 2 

 

Therefore, it must be highlighted that the media can be one of the most powerful tools in 

investigating various cases throughout the whole spectrum of societal, political and economic 

issues and their potential for good must not be understated, as shown by the example of this 

case. The numerous scholars studying the various forms of crimes in society have argued that 

muckraking journalists and investigative reporters have made and continue to make important 

contributions to the enforcement of law, particularly in advancing the general understanding 

of crime in high places (Will, Handelman and Brotherton, 2013). This is in part due to both 
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the resources and the special access available to them to investigate the world connected with 

top politicians, public figures and top-ranking businessmen.  

According to Marsh and Melville (2008), the victims of crime can also utilise the media, 

which can aid their recovery. However, this case has so far proven difficult due to various 

legal (and also some dubious) obstacles in this particular type of white-collar breach of law. 

Moreover, the enforcement of the legal proceedings was only partly successful; the case itself 

showed that such elitism can guarantee certain legal connivance concerning top-ranking 

offenders, even while the evidence (as well as opinion of the media, prosecutor general and 

general public) is pointing towards their guilt. 

After the scandal leaked to the public, a majority of the media also started to publish articles 

inclusive of broad criticism of the prosecutor and legal misconduct, both of their own 

initiative and accompanied by comments from various politicians and law experts (e.g. SITA 

2012, November 27; Tódová 2012). Journalists also generally began to interrogate not only 

Dobroslav Trnka, but the temporary Prosecutor General Ladislav Tichý as well. Vehement 

suggestions that Trnka should resign from his office (or that Tichý should force him to do so) 

repeatedly appeared in a vast number of articles.  

Trnka himself was quite unwilling to plead his cause in the media. However, when he 

occasionally did so, he actually blamed the media for the whole situation. He also 

recommended that media write more about the clients of Glance House than about his 

involvement in it, defending himself by stating that he was just trying to help those aggrieved 

people. Nevertheless, the overall media output was uniformly peremptory and critical of his 

scarce statements, as well of the initial issue of the letter and his behaviour during the whole 

process of the scandal and subsequent legal proceedings. For example, journalists were 

largely pointing to the fact that if his intervention had remained unnoticed, it would have led 

to a seriously villainous takeover of Glance House property by a controversial businessman, 

who was also supposedly Trnka’s very good friend. 

Although Trnka was obviously the main character in the whole case and therefore appeared in 

the vast majority of media output concerning the scandal, his supposed accomplice Marián 

Kočner received broad attention in the coverage of the case as well. In fact, his name was 

mentioned in nearly every article, even though the official investigation and subsequent 

juridical proceedings did not concern him as a potential offender at all. It is thus apparent that 

the media in general not only performed their role in informing the official course of the case, 

but also literally joined forces against what was publicly regarded apparently intentionally 

overlooked evidence (or, at least, conspicuousness). 
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Trnka and Kočner thus, according to the media, apparently played a major negative role in the 

whole case, although the only officially sentenced offender remained Igor Svitek, a practically 

insignificant local officer. Jana Šlachtová, in whose interest Trnka initially issued his illegal 

warrant, disappeared from the legal proceedings without any explanation from the 

investigating officers. In addition, the uncanny dropping of charges against her also passed 

unheeded by both the media and the general public. 

The leading role in investigating the case background can once again be attributed to the Sme 

daily (and journalist Matúš Burčík in particular). Moreover, other media houses also tried to 

follow up with their own investigative accounts, for example the .týždeň weekly, although the 

majority of the media just continued to report in a merely informative way and largely drew 

their output about the scandal from official inquiries or from further investigations and 

insights of Sme. 

Nevertheless, although media attention regarding the scandal was rather intense in the 

beginning, it gradually faded away, while the actual legal disputes and consequential law 

proceedings became languid and circuitous. However, the Sme daily sustained its leading role 

in informing about the case and continued to follow the developments of the story in the 

following months and years, despite the articles being published in lesser and lesser intensity 

due to the aforementioned interruptions and stagnations of law enforcement. By all accounts, 

the daily is also the very last media house to report about the case to date - with its article 

from the beginning of May 2016 (yet again written by Burčík). 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

Slovak police completed their investigation of the Glance House case transfers after about 950 

days, in June 2015. The only person, who was sentenced by trial remains the former head of 

the Cadastral Office. Yet, even his case is still not legally closed. The key figure, who was 

also regarded as a major negative character in the case, former Prosecutor General Trnka may 

very well be exempted from his disciplinary charges in the end, and thus avoid justice due to 

numerous legal obstructions and rather bizarre judgments of various tribunals119.   

However, the story of the Glance House scandal actually presents a rather good example of 

how the media’s work can bring relatively well-muted illegal deeds to the spotlight of public 

                                                             
119  The verdict of an appelate court, which returned the case to the lower court on formal grounds in 2014, 

was seen by the Prosecutor General as “scandalous”, see GP SR: Zrušenie trestu pre D. Trnku považuje za 
škandalózne (GP: Cancelling of the Punishment for D. Trnka is seen as scandalous), TASR, December 18, 
2014, http://www.teraz.sk/slovensko/gp-sr-zrusenie-trestu-pre-d-trnku-pov/111287-clanok.html 
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attention. In fact, due to the involvement of some publicly renowned characters, the 

multiplied illegal misconduct would probably not have passed unnoticed in any case. 

Nevertheless, the relatively early identification of the scandal undoubtedly helped to reverse 

(or at least suppress) attempted dubious property transfers. More importantly, Trnka´s breach 

of law might have passed unpunished. 

Therefore, the most important instrument of the law enforcement was not the juridical 

machinery or political input, but the media as a whole (with a particular nod towards the Sme 

daily). In fact, the media actually forced the former two into faster and more radical advances 

in the proceedings, although just to a certain degree. Nevertheless, after all the hyped effort, 

the most aggrieved party in this case – the clients of Glance House – are still not able to get 

their partially paid apartments.  

Some interesting lessons can thus be learned from the Glance House case. Firstly, the law can 

sometimes be only a weak tool for enforcing justice, especially when the offenders seem to 

emerge from the law enforcement bodies themselves, or when the legal proceedings are so 

complicated that they start to contradict and negate each other’s decisions and outputs. In this 

situation, it was the media who achieved some progress in pushing the former, and critically 

observed and commented on the latter. As mentioned many times over, they truly played a 

major positive role in continuously forcing the topic into public discussion, although 

sometimes the media discourse was based more on assumptions than on facts. That is also 

evident from this analysis itself - some of the alleged information obtained from the media 

output is not possible to verify or reject, yet it forms an important part of the whole study for 

understanding the background of the case. With this notion in mind, it can be also concluded 

that applying the law can occasionally be very flexible within the Slovakian legal institutions 

- this case further showed that it is not the law, but position and well-placed acquaintances, 

which matter and occur from time to time. 
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General conclusion 

 

 

 

 
Investigative journalism on corruption has changed regarding the type of media and/or, types 

of programmes (as well as, to a certain degree, with respect to investigative journalists), that 

have reported on it over the decade. While corruption coverage was very present in TV 

broadcast in early 2000s (in addition to the print media), currently the key media focusing on 

corruption coverage more systematically are some weekly and daily newspapers, 

supplemented most recently by some online media. This is not to say that TV stations do not 

bring up corruption scandals anymore – they do. However, these corruption scandals are 

broadcast in the main news reports instead of in specialised programmes, and sometimes they 

are broadcast over a longer period of time. This more extensive coverage, coupled with 

coverage by some other agenda-setting media, can occasionally bring a synergistic effect. In 

other words, a major scandal may erupt (usually standard reporting of many individual 

scandals does not lead to a major scandal). However, whether a major scandal will have social 

or political consequences depends, first of all (after extensive coverage is achieved), on the 

political will to act and/or public authorities’ (such as police or prosecutors) engagement. 

Here, sometimes factors such as the period during which a scandal breaks play a role. 

Typically, pre-election periods seem to bring more sensitive reactions by politicians. In 

particular, opposition politicians are more interested in such issues, thus highlighting and 

often legitimising corruption scandals. Furthermore, some topics are more likely to cause a 

major corruption scandal (such as those related to healthcare), while others (such as those 

related to obscure public procurement in military, the case study Mokys) may easily remain 

by and large ignored, although the potential for moral or even legal outrage is equal or even 

bigger. Even when some corruption cases pass all hurdles (extensive media coverage, public 

interest and social or political impact, public authorities’ involvement), it can still take years 

to get results (the case study Gorilla). A rapid and correct reaction by public authorities, 

including the scope of media coverage, such as documented in a part of the case study 

Intermedia Agenda Setting, lowers the potential for long-term or ongoing scandal.  
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Our study suggests that there are only few media that serve as inter-media agenda setters. For 

example, as documented at the case study Intermedia Agenda Setting, the corruption stories 

published in the major weekly Plus 7 Dní, although socially and politically relevant and well 

documented, may get no follow-up coverage in other media.  

The case study “Babe” (or “Dangeour Liaisons”) has documented that there are some ethical 

standards separating propaganda/PR from honest journalism. However, this case study has 

also shown that the media/journalists may get involved in wrong moral judgments in other 

areas. Even more importantly, journalists may ignore deeper corruption issues behind a 

scandal.  

The case study TA3 illustrates problems that television news broadcasters face in a small 

market. In such circumstances, investigative journalism does not pay off. Instead, hidden 

advertisements and ad hoc cooperation with whoever is in, or is likely to come into, power 

seems to be a more attractive option.  

The case study Glance House is a typical example of the important role played by the media 

in Slovakia. Without media involvement, the clear breaking of the law by a state 

representative whose role was supervising law enforcement countrywide, might have 

remained unpunished.  

Overall, we can assume that these case studies – although carefully selected and researched 

in-depth - represent only a small sample of possible interactions between journalists/media 

and corruption-related issues. Nevertheless, the research results pointed to many unknown and 

often rather complex aspects of interactions between journalists/media and corruption-related 

issues.  
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