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HUMAN FORUM is an established international discussion forum on democracy and human rights. Since
2014, it has been operating in Banska Bystrica, addressing topics that resonate within society. It serves
as a space for building partnerships among local, regional, and international democratic communities, a
platform for open debates, and a hub for promoting democracy, tolerance, and respect for human rights.
HUMAN FORUM 2025 brings together civil society and academia with representatives from public,
private, and religious sectors from both Slovakia and abroad.

We offer three diverse days of discussions, roundtables, and workshops, all unified by a common
thematic focus: Strengthening Democracy through Cooperation. At a time of increasing uncertainty and
challenges for civil society, HUMAN FORUM 2025 calls for a renewed commitment to democratic
resilience, collaboration, and shared responsibility. Given the rising pressure on non-governmental
organizations, shifting political landscapes, and societal polarization, this year’s forum will focus on
building meaningful connections between civil society, academia, public institutions, and the private
sector. The forum will explore ways in which various sectors can collaborate to support democracy, while
asking the fundamental question: “What can we do for each other to strengthen democratic values and
institutions?”

Through interactive discussions and expert panels, we will address key thematic areas:

Defending civil society and human rights - How can non-governmental organizations overcome current
challenges and support civic engagement?

Governance and public trust - How can public institutions and politicians cooperate with civil society to
increase transparency and trust? What are effective approaches to preventing violent extremism and
radicalization in society?

Science, research, and democracy - How can academic institutions and researchers contribute to solving
the challenges faced by democracy in the 21st century?

Resilient communities and inclusion - How can we strengthen social cohesion and engage marginalized
groups in democratic dialogue?

Private sector and social responsibility - How and why should the private sector contribute to supporting
democratic values and civil society?

Media, culture and digital challenges - What is the role of independent journalism, culture, and digital
literacy in protecting democracy?

Despite the challenges we face, HUMAN FORUM 2025 aims to be a space for hope and solutions. It is a
call to unite, cooperate, and take action - because the future of democracy depends on the partherships
we build today. Join us in Banska Bystrica and together let’s find ways to strengthen democracy and
create a more inclusive society. The first day of the forum will be dedicated to the political and practical
significance of building democracy from the bottom up. The second day will add a connection to science
and research to the program. The third layer of the forum is a perspective on education linked to the
activities of the non-governmental sector. The program is complemented by an ecumenical service,
discussions open to the wider public, and artistic contributions.
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TUESDAY - 18th November 2025
From 9:00 (Historical Town Hall - foyer)
Registration

9.30 - 10:00 (Historical Town Hall - Cikker Hall)
Opening of the conference

Csilla Droppova, Civic Platform NOT IN OUR TOWN, Centre for Community Organizing (CKO), Institute for
Democracy at Matej Bel University

Representative of the Banska Bystrica Self-Governing Region

Representative of the City of Banska Bystrica

Vladimir Hiadlovsky, Rector of Matej Bel University

Martina Strmenova, Civic Platform NOT IN OUR TOWN, Centre for Community Organizing (CKO),

10.00 - 11:30 (Historical Town Hall - Cikker Hall)

Institutions, Innovation and Inequalities: Intertwined Trajectories of Regional
Development in the EU

Kamila Borsekova - Faculty of Economics, Matej Bel University, Banska Bystrica

Political Promises and Economic Reality: How Authoritarian and Populist Tendencies
Shape the Future of the Economy

From Poland to Portugal, and far beyond Europe, election results are increasingly influencing the
economic functioning of countries. Political promises and their subsequent implementation are straining
public budgets, testing the resilience of institutions, and upending tried-and-true business rules. Are the
authoritarian and populist waves we are currently witnessing in Europe and beyond just political theater,
or are they changing the very foundations of economic growth, investment, and innovation?

Erik Jones, European University Institute, Florence
Martin Kahanec, Central European University, Vienna
Michal MesStan, Matej Bel University, Banska Bystrica

Moderator: Kamila Borsekova, Matej Bel University, Banska Bystrica
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11.30 - 12.00 coffee break

12.00 - 13:00 (Historical Town Hall - Cikker Hall)

Current situation of civic society for strengthening democracy at the local level
Robert Dobrovodsky, Public Defender of Rights, Slovakia

Safeguarding Europe “s Future: Civil Society and the OSCE “s Mission for Human Rights

and Democracy

Tea Jaliashvili, Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) of the Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)

From neoliberalism to anti-liberalism: The great transformation after ‘89
Philipp Ther, Professor, University of Vienna, Austria

13.00 - 14.00 lunch break

14.00 - 15:00 (Historical Town Hall - Cikker Hall)
"CO-governance": Building Democracy from the Local Level

Democracy does not begin only at the national level — its quality also depends on how we govern our
cities and regions. The panel Co-Governance will showcase Banska Bystrica, the Banska Bystrica Self-
Governing Region (BBSK), and academic and professional institutions as partners seeking smart,
democratic, and inclusive approaches to territorial governance. The discussion will offer space for the
city and region to share their experiences with open governance, citizen participation, and the use of
innovation in decision-making. It will also connect to research activities at Matej Bel University (STICS
and BRRIDGE projects), highlighting how academia and experts in smart cities and spatial planning can
strengthen democracy at the local and regional levels.

Maros Finka, Central European Research and Education Centre in Spatial Planning, SPECTRA EU Centre
of Excellence, Bratislava

Michal Ciz, Hopero, SAPIE, Bratislava

Sona Karikova, City of Banska Bystrica

Representative of the Banska Bystrica Self-Governing Region

Moderator: Katarina VitaliSova, Matej Bel University in Banska Bystrica
15.00 - 15.30 coffee break

15.30 - 17:00 (Historical Town Hall - Cikker Hall)
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Current Conditions for an Engaged Civil Society in Slovakia
Laura Dittel, Platform for Democracy
Collaboration from below: building democratic communities

Recently, we have seen how mobilizing people in the streets or at rallies has awakened interest in public
events. However, such energy is only the first step, and if it is to have a lasting impact, it must evolve into
long-term engagement. The discussion with civic activists will therefore focus on the tools we have to
achieve this, ranging from volunteering to community organizing to community development. We will also
talk about how to build communities that hold people together, are able to create partnerships,
strengthen trust, support electoral participation, bring sustainability to people, and become the
foundation of democracy even in times of crisis.

Annamaria Ballova, Civic Initiative Nitra

Martin Landl, Civic Initiative Lucenec

Ondrej Koska, Platform Ludskost, Zvolen

Martina Strmenova, Civic Platform NOT IN OUR TOWN, Centre for Community Organizing (CKO), Banska
Bystrica

Moderator: Csilla Droppova

16.50 - 17:00 (Historical Town Hall - Cikker Hall)
Slovakia in Europe - values, reality, and civic engagement

Radim Dvorak
Representation of the European Commission in the Slovak Republic, Slovakia

17.00 - 17.30 coffee break

17.30 - 18:30 (Historical Town Hall - Cikker Hall)
Ambassadorial Debate

This debate will bring together ambassadors to share their perspectives on the evolving landscape of
democracy and the role of international cooperation in sustaining democratic values and institutions. As
one of the key moments of the Forum’s opening day, the discussion will explore how democratic societies
can respond to contemporary challenges and how international partners — through diplomacy,
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collaboration, and local engagement — can actively contribute to building trust, inclusion, and resilient
communities that keep democracy alive at the local level.

H.E. Nicolas Suran, Ambassador of the French Republic to the Slovak Republic

H.E. lan Devine, Ambassador of Ireland to the Slovak Republic

H.E. Peter Nelson, Ambassador of the Swiss Confederation to the Slovak Republic

H.E. Bilal Zahid, Ambassador of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland to the Slovak
Republic

Moderator: Pavol Demes, foreign policy analyst and former Minister of International Relations of the
Slovak Republic

18.30 - 19:00 (Historical Town Hall - Cikker Hall)

Gala evening

Awarding of the HUMAN FORUM Award laureates

Moderators: Csilla Droppova and Alexandra BitusSikova - Civic Platform NOT IN OUR TOWN

Musical accompaniment: Superar singing ensemble

Opening of the Dialogues on Humanity exhibition

Miriam Imesch, Deputy Head of Mission, Embassy of Switzerland in Slovakia

19.00 - 20.00 reception

20.00 - 21.00 (Church of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary)

Ecumenical service

The service involves active participation from the Superar choir and representatives of the Roman
Catholic Church, the Evangelical Church of the Augsburg Confession, the Greek Catholic Church, the
Brethren Church, and the Baptist Union. As part of the Human Forum, attendees of the service include

people from a wide spectrum of worldviews and religions — from atheists to representatives of the Jewish
community and members of the Islamic community.

WEDNESDAY - 19th November 2025
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09:20 - 09:30 (Historical auditorium Faculty of Economics, Matej Bel University)
Welcome by the Dean of Faculty of Economics, Matej Bel University
09:30 - 10:00 (Historical auditorium Faculty of Economics, Matej Bel University)
Democratic resilience and the future of civic space in Central Europe
Zsuzsanna Szelényi, Central European University, Budapest

Moderator: llker Kalin, Matej Bel University, Banska Bystrica

10:00 - 10:10 (Historical auditorium Faculty of Economics, Matej Bel University)
Fragmented ldentities and Democracy

Jozef Michal Mintal, Matej Bel University, Banska Bystrica

10:10 - 11:10 (Historical auditorium Faculty of Economics, Matej Bel University)

The End of “Us”? Democratic Engagement After the Decline of Coherent Political
Identities

Political identities in the contemporary world have become increasingly fragmented. This means that
citizens more often than not form different or even contradictory parallel identities to express their
individuality. Consequently, in the political realm, citizens might agree with a political actor on one topic
but disagree on others. Citizens in modern societies hardly agree comprehensively with representatives
or even political parties anymore. This is a consequence of social modernization and a liberation from
traditional forms of identity-formation, but it has severe consequences for how democratic
representation might function - as well as for the ability of civil society, political parties, and social
movements to mobilize people. Fragmented identities allow for a more individualized and emancipated
expression of interests and demands. But at the same time, they might also diminish the capability to
organize collective counter-powers in a democracy - this way possibly undermining the very liberation
they are said to promote. Therefore, for political actors such as civil society organizations, movements,
or political parties, it is crucial to understand and discuss how to address changing motivations for
democratic engagement, and to rethink how the expression of dissent can be organized in the
contemporary democracies.

Felix Butzlaff, Central European University, Vienna
Zsuzsanna Szelenyi, Central European University, Budapest
Katarina Klingova, GLOBSEC, Bratislava
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Moderator: Jozef Michal Mintal, Matej Bel University in Banska Bystrica

11.10 - 11.30 coffee break

11:30 - 11:40 (Historical auditorium Faculty of Economics, Matej Bel University)
Gender Fatigue and Democracy

Mary McGill, University of Galway, Ireland

11:40 - 12:40 (Historical auditorium Faculty of Economics, Matej Bel University)
Gender Fatigue - When Equality Becomes a Battleground

This panel will explore how the language and symbols of gender equality have become a powerful
flashpoint in cultural and political conflicts across Europe. Drawing on fresh research from Slovakia, it
will show how voters can support concrete equality measures while rejecting the broader idea of “gender”
when it is framed as part of liberal ideology. These contradictions reveal a deeper fatigue with how gender
debates are conducted—and create fertile ground for polarization and illiberal politics. The discussion will
reflect on what this tension means for the future of democracy: How can societies navigate these divides
without losing support for core rights and fairness? What lessons and options emerge for those who care
about pluralism, trust, and inclusion?

Mary McGill, University of Galway, Galway

Veronika Valkovi¢ova, Comenius University, Bratislava
Maria Zuffova, European University Institute, Florence
Moderator: liker Kalin, Matej Bel University, Banska Bystrica

12.40 - 13.40 lunch break

14:00 - 16:00 (ZAHRADA, Center of Independent Culture)
Together for a Resilient Democracy

Interactive Forum: 20 civil society and sector representatives in a debate on supporting democracy
through cooperation. (Closed door session)

16:30 - 17:00 (ZAHRADA, Center of Independent Culture)
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Crowdfunding for democracy, the rule of law, and free media

Zuzana Suchova, Donio

17:00 - 18:00 (ZAHRADA, Center of Independent Culture)

Companies and their contribution to sustaining civil society

How can private companies and corporate foundations contribute to the development and sustainability
of civil society? The discussion will offer insights from leaders in the business and philanthropic sectors
on the role corporate support plays in building trust, strengthening democracy, and maintaining an active
civic sphere.

Martina Kolesarova, Pontis Foundation

Martin Kovac, Volkswagen Foundation

Andrea Ungvolgyi, Orange Foundation

Moderator: Claudia Alner, GLOBSEC

18.00 - 18.30 coffee break

18:30 - 20:00 (ZAHRADA, Center of Independent Culture)
What Could the Ideal Symbiosis of Civil Society and the Rule of Law Look Like?

Ondrej Lunter, Head of Banska Bystrica Self-Governing Region
Sylvia Porubanova, Slovak National Centre for Human Rights

Filip Vagac, Platform for Democracy

Zuzana Janickova, Institute for Democracy at Matej Bel University
Dagmar Kusa, Helsinki Committee

Moderator: Karolina Piliarova, political debates moderator

20.00 - 22.00 glass of wine

THURSDAY - 20th November 2025

9.00 - 10.30 (ZAHRADA, Center of Independent Culture)
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Mirrors of Society: School as a Picture of Democracy

What can each of us do to make school a center of democracy? The panel will explore the question: What
can each of us do to make schools the center of democracy?

Opening speech by Ondrej Lunter, Head of Banska Bystrica Self-Governing Region

Department of Education and Reform, BBSK
On local government support for democratic schools and pilot initiatives in the region

Representative of a school with good practices
School as a place for community, self-development, and dialogue

Representative of the Ministry of Education of the Slovak Republic
What systemic changes are key to supporting civic education?

Moderator: Andrea Dolinska
10.30 - 11.00 coffee break

11.00 - 12.30 (ZAHRADA, Center of Independent Culture)
Inspirations for democracy at school
Schools for Democracy: How students' thinking is changing

The Schools for Democracy program shows how schools can be places where we learn responsibility,
respect, and an active approach to society. The presentation will showcase specific results—shifts in
students' values over the past two years, obtained from participating schools. We will show that a
democratic school is not just an ideal, but a measurable reality.

ImpactGames: Games that shape citizens

How to make democracy an experience? ImpactGames will present experiential games focused on
human rights, social dilemmas, and civic engagement. Through practical examples, we will see how
young people can understand the values and mechanisms of society through play.

Emotional Compass: Democracy begins in the mind - Mental health and active citizenship

A school that cares about mental health educates responsible and empathetic citizens. An organization
dedicated to the mental well-being of young people will show how emotional stability is the basis for
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active participation in society and the prevention of radicalization and apathy. Emotional Compass is a
program for teachers on how to improve children's mental health, relationships at school, and ability to
concentrate. If they don't know how, there can be serious consequences.

12.30 - 14.00 Lunch

17.00 - 18.30 (ZAHRADA, Center of Independent Culture)
Who is Afraid of Civil Society?

Alexandra BituSikova, Zuzana Jani¢kova, Csilla Droppova
Moderator: Michal Havran

19.00 (Film Club at the Slovak National Uprising Museum)
NS-Film: Dramaturgy of manipulation

Movie screening and discussion with the filmmakers

An audiovisual lecture with screenings of Nazi films (1933-1945) reveals the mechanisms of
propaganda and manipulation of the “Third Reich”. Historical and film commentaries by Zuzana Heldt
and Fedor Mosnak bring together what was fact and what was staged fiction. The event opens a
discussion on how an entire society could have been put on the path of catastrophic derailment.
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