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Dear guests, 
I am delighted to see that so many of you could attend today's meeting. Obviously, the Western Balkans represents a topic that is of great interest to us all, and we can always benefit from exchanging views. 
Because today is Christmas for those who celebrate Orthodox Christmas, I would like to wish them peace and joy. 
I designed my lecture according to the segments that concern Slovenian bilateral cooperation with individual countries of the region – especially in the context of economic and development cooperation. I also intend to share my views on the situation in the region in the context of the enlargement of Euro-Atlantic structures, an EU’s political reality that we need to be aware of. This, of course, does not imply that we should always agree with it.
In view of this and of the conviction that Slovenia has much to say, I feel it is my duty to explain our views abroad – not just at official meetings, but also at events such as this. 
That is why I gladly accepted the invitation of the Ifimes International Institute – I believe it is time to open a public debate and exchange views at home, in Slovenia.
· Slovenia and the Western Balkans – good relations and open dialogue as bases of cooperation
Since the beginning of my term of office in November 2008, I have visited all the countries in the region, some more than once. The same applies to the visits of my colleagues to Slovenia. Those visits were often precursors or follow-up visits of the visits of Prime Ministers or Presidents. I am certain that this intensity of maintaining contact, substantiated with consultations at the expert level, pays off. This also holds well for the close contact at the parliamentary level and at the level of other ministries. The strengthening of bilateral relations is not the only relevant aspect. Maintaining regular and diverse contact is important for the understanding of the situation and conveying the message. 
I am pleased to assert that Slovenia has very good external relations with all the countries of the Western Balkans. I believe it is no exaggeration to say the best until now. These are relations founded on trust and the self-confident partnership of equal members. We need to build on these foundations. Unresolved issues that are a legacy of our mutual past are the topic of our frank discussions and mutual efforts for dealing with them. 
Slovenia builds its relations with foreign countries on the basis of a consistent and politically impartial stand. This also holds for its contacts with countries at variance, for instance Serbia and Kosovo.  
· Guidelines of Slovenian activities in the Western Balkans
At the beginning of my term of office I appointed a special coordinator for the Western Balkans at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. At the end of the last year, we finished drafting a strategy for the Western Balkans. After government endorsement it will be presented to the Committee on Foreign Policy of the National Assembly of the Republic of Slovenia.  
Our activities in the Western Balkans need to become systematic. We wish to encourage closer cooperation with the countries in the region. In doing so, we seek mutual benefits in all fields, not only in the economic one. It is necessary to establish the free movement of people, goods, capital, services and, of course, knowledge, experience and ideas. 
Strategy is a document that will serve as a basis and a lever for the strengthened, more balanced and coordinated performance of all Slovenian entities in the region. We have defined priorities and measures necessary for the strengthening of Slovenia's presence in the Western Balkans. Our goal is to establish an environment that will be beneficial for asserting Slovenian national interests and for the Slovenian economy, as well as for mutual enhanced cooperation in all spheres of mutual interest.
Slovenia will keep its present contribution to preserving stability and assistance in reforming the security sector and maintaining the rule of law in the region. We will continue to take part in the transformed EU military mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina with the main goal of training the national army, we will proceed to cooperate in KFOR in Kosovo, in civilian EU missions in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Kosovo, and in OSCE missions in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and Kosovo.
Consistent promotion of the region is also one of our goals. Joint letters with colleagues, EU Member States ministers, the issuing of joint statements on supporting the Western Balkans and placing the topic on the agenda of international conferences, forums and meetings held by Slovenia, are important elements of such support.
· Development cooperation – an investment in future and mutual benefits for all partners
At the same time, it is my firm belief that actual projects of connecting, cooperating and transferring experiences, standards and norms must follow the political support and thereby establish a firm foundation for bringing the transition to an end, and ensure long-lasting stability and all-round development.
Therefore, more than 80% of funds for international development cooperation from Slovenia are earmarked for the Western Balkans. The trends speak for themselves – in 2007, more than 8 million euros were allocated to seven countries of the region. In 2008, the sum amounted to more than 10 million euros. And this year, we intend to earmark 13 million euros for the region. 
Regardless of that, we realise that the resources Slovenia can provide for development cooperation are limited. It is also a fact that some traditional donors are gradually withdrawing from the region. It is possible to notice a certain boredom, fatigue or reservation by some of the most important donor countries and supporters of the region. This has more to do with the economic and financial crisis and increased attention being paid to other matters than with the developments in the region itself. 
How can we overcome the situation?
I am convinced that we need to find solutions that would ensure the existence of projects already in motion and support of new projects. Better coordination of all involved, improved aid efficiency and maintaining operational synergy are necessary in the field of development cooperation, as well as direct contacts between donors and recipients. 
· Tripartite projects – local ownership and local responsibility
I realise again and again that Slovenian institutions, organisations and companies are very welcome as partners in the Western Balkan countries. This is why we need to prepare and focus our activities in the field of development cooperation with a clear vision and strategy. 
In doing so, we will make our cooperation closer and stronger, and improve Slovenia's relations with the Western Balkans. The geographical proximity and other close ties, old and new, result in a coexistence that can be altered and affected in a way that will have a positive outcome for the benefit of all of us.     
At many levels and in many fields, various and very often close ties have already formed or are being formed. These ties give birth to ideas and incentives for development cooperation, however these often exceed the financial capabilities of Slovenia. In this context, I stand for paying special attention to so-called "tripartite projects". These projects denote the simultaneous cooperation of Slovenia with an additional donor country and the recipient country. Local ownership and local responsibility are a very important value added in this kind of cooperation. 
· Economic diplomacy as the most important ancillary activity and the most important by-product of foreign policy
It is perfectly clear that diplomacy is an instrument of making way for the economic interests of countries. The Western Balkans is of immense importance for Slovenia from the economic point of view. Data on economic development with the countries in the region show constant growth of trade, as well as investments. 
60% of Slovenian direct investments are directed into the Western Balkan countries. We are also among the major investors in all of them. The growing trend is an indicator that the Slovenian economy has high ambitions and expectations in these markets. 
This means that the Ministry's role in the field of economic diplomacy is extremely important. I realise that, especially in this field, we are in the public eye.  The present economic situation dictates that we pay special attention to promotion of our economy and enhancement of economic cooperation.
· Euro-Atlantic enlargement – honouring the commitment
The perspective of the EU and NATO membership is the key driver of reform and a stability factor in the Western Balkans. Therefore, it is vital to honour the commitment of further enlargement. Unfortunately, the (internal) political situation in some Member States, especially in recent times, is somewhat different. It speaks in no way in favour of enlargement. The financial and economic crisis replaced many of the topics of internal discussions in some Member States that were believed to be important, natural and of strategic interest to the Union.  European Union enlargement is only one of them.
Here I recognise an opportunity for Slovenia. 
To be aware of the political reality. To route it in a way that the commitment to enlarge the EU and NATO will not be taken hostage by the economic crisis and the social issues with which Member States of the European Union or its internal restructuring have to face.
The political reality must not become an excuse for inertia. We have a clear commitment to enlargement to the Western Balkans and we need to honour it.
It is my firm belief that negative signals such as imposing new requirements and demands can be dangerous and, above all, counterproductive. The same goes for constant repetition of unproductive discussions that only result in expressions of political support with no real progress. 
As far as the European Union is concerned, this year will witness the tenth anniversary of the Zagreb Summit and the seventh anniversary of the Thessaloniki Agenda, when the Union made a clear commitment to enlarge to the Western Balkans. The situation in the region today is different. Obvious and tangible progress has been made. There are now democratic countries with their own foreign policy identities and goals in the region. In this context, we should set a timeframe to serve as a goal for the countries in the region. Some Member States define the year 2014 as a suitable date. 
I share the opinion that 2014 would be a suitable and feasible date for the Western Balkans countries to join the EU. 
It is a fact that the political praise that was supposed to compensate for actual progress has lost its effect, and as such only represents an empty raising of expectations that can lead to passiveness. This is a matter-of-fact message, conveyed to me by numerous representatives in the region. Precise evaluations, clear criteria and the fulfilment of commitments are needed to maintain the credibility of the EU. 
· Situation in the region, relations between countries 
At this moment, this particularly applies to Bosnia and Herzegovina. It is vital to overcome the concepts of the past. The European Union must be aware of its responsibility, which should not be taken partially. The present structure of Bosnia and Herzegovina deriving from the Dayton Agreement prevents it from maintaining the pace of reform required for joining the EU and NATO. 
The recent mutual effort of the EU and the USA, called the Butmir Process, the objectives of which were to fulfil the conditions for the closure of the Office of the High Representative and coordination of constitutional reform, yielded no success. Many believe that a longer recess should be taken. I visited Sarajevo in November in regard to this matter. My visit was intended solely for talking to Bosnian and Herzegovinian politicians, the main players in this process. The visit was very interesting, and I can say that it was also instructive in many ways. 
Above all, these open talks revealed many factual and, I can also say, justified critiques of the approach of the international community. It is namely wrong to believe that external requirements can work as direct pressure or a dictate of what should be done in a given situation. Direct intervention and imposition of measures can be completely counterproductive. The international community in Bosnia and Herzegovina should have identified and understood this fact long ago. 
Nevertheless, I believe that our efforts must continue. But it is necessary to prepare for them well and respect the opinions and demands of all representatives of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Persistence and the ability to listen are also essential. The latter is the basis of the capacity to reach compromises. And at this point, this is essential for Bosnia and Herzegovina to keep pace with other countries in the region. 
Unsuccessful endeavours to reform the constitution would affect not only Bosnia and Herzegovina but the entire region. If that should happen nevertheless, it would be important for the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina to realise that this would not be a failure of the international community but the failure of their own politicians. Most of the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina wish their country to join the EU and NATO. In autumn, at the parliamentary election, they will be able to judge the ability of their leaders to ensure progress in integration into Euro-Atlantic structures. 
The EU’s mission is to encourage the resolution of open issues. After many years, I can say today that Slovenia has taken a big and decisive step in this context by signing the Arbitration Agreement with Croatia. A step towards a mutually acceptable solution would also be welcome in the southern part of the region – in regard to the issue of the name Macedonia. Setting a good example and establishing a pattern of good practices would lead to a significant positive outcome for the remaining regional issues. We realise that neighbourly relations in the Western Balkans are burdened by outstanding border issues from the time of the former Federal Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia. 
This year will also be important for the whole region because of the awaited opinion of the International Court of Justice on the constitutionality of Kosovo’s declaration of independence. We hope that this opinion will demonstrate that Serbia and Kosovo only have separate ways to the same goal – membership of the EU. 
In this context, it is time for an in-depth discussion on future relations with the countries in the region to be held within the framework of the EU and NATO. It is necessary to think about proper and effective management of the expectations of the Western Balkans countries, clearly demonstrated by the submission of membership applications.
Montenegro and Albania are currently in the process of obtaining opinions from the European Commission on the commencement of EU-membership negotiations. Serbia filed its application at the end of December.  
Slovenia will further strive for Macedonia to set a date for EU membership negotiations as soon as possible.  This also holds for Macedonia’s accession to NATO. 
Progress in this field was made by Montenegro with the Membership Action Plan. Slovenia strived for Bosnia and Herzegovina to join Montenegro in obtaining the Membership Action Plan. This goal remains set for the NATO ministerial meeting in April.  
· Enlargement vs. commitment fatigue
It is a fact that the EU will not resolve its issues by isolating itself and dealing with internal consolidation and, at the same time, being immune to the very processes that brought it fresh impetus and economic stability in the past. 
All EU enlargements so far have proven to have had a benevolent effect. The increasing strategic weight that the EU possesses in the international security and political environment confirms this. This is also a political reality that needs to be highlighted and taken into account.
It is clear that we cannot disregard the importance of meeting membership criteria. The requirements must be insisted upon, as they are a maturity test for the Western Balkan countries. At the same time, a constant dynamic of progress has to be maintained. Stagnation is no longer an option for the governments of the Western Balkans. With no assurances of membership, their tasks are becoming unclear. 
What do we need to do?

We need to send a clear, real, credible and uniform message to the countries in the region on what they are expected to do and what we are willing to do. We need to convey the message that reforms are not empty words but the key to the development of these countries. 
My message, which I repeatedly put across at events in the region, is that the EU will not introduce changes; it is up to the countries themselves to make and institutionalise them. The EU can only assist them. 
Naive and unconditional support for the region with no reform processes carried out would be detrimental in the long run. Countries that are not ready and do not fulfil the conditions cannot function as EU Member States. 
But we cannot allow a vicious circle to form in which the EU and NATO wait for countries in the region to implement the required reforms, while the Western Balkan countries wait for positive signals from the EU and NATO that enable them to continue their reforms, just because of different interpretations of the state of affairs in integration processes. 
I believe this would lead to universal commitment and enlargement fatigue that would be extremely harmful, which is likely to happen. To prevent this, we need to preserve an optimal enlargement dynamic and upgrade it with appropriate measures to cope with changing situations – in the Member States as well as in the region.
· Encouraging mobility, visa liberalisation, scholarships
One such measure is undoubtedly visa liberalisation. Visa liberalisation is a project that made the abstract organisation of the EU more tangible for the Western Balkan countries. With visa liberalisation, the EU took the biggest and most effective step towards informing people in the region that requirements of reform are not only empty words that try to keep the Western Balkan countries from attaining their goal. 
A consciousness that reform brings progress has developed. This is the basis on which the EU should build. 
Immodestly, I am able to say that Slovenia played a key part in the process of visa liberalisation. 
The beginning of the process goes back to the Slovenian EU Council Presidency. We offered bilateral expert assistance to the countries in the region; after not being included into first round of visa liberalisation process, assistance was given especially to Bosnia and Herzegovina, in fulfilling the requirements of the visa liberalisation roadmaps prepared by the European Commission. Within the framework of the EU we were a loud and persistent speaker in favour of the process. On the basis of Slovenia’s successful  initiative, visa liberalisation for Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia was implemented in mid-December, even before the start of the New Year holiday. This proves that, with persistence and well founded proposals, demanding political consensus can be reached within the EU.
It also goes for the Western Balkans that the future of the country depends on young people. I am pleased that one of our agreements from the time of the Slovenian EU Council Presidency was the reciprocal cancellation of tuition fees for students from the Western Balkan countries. We need to be aware that ensuring scholarships and university cooperation is an investment in the future. By encouraging talented young people with an open view of the world and the ability to accept diversity, the countries in the region will take a very important and for many also a demanding mental step forward.
If the EU and the Western Balkans can also overcome the economic crisis, then the prospects of the region will not be as dim as they may seem right now. 
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