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STATEMENT

by dr. Janez Potočnik,

Deputy Chief Negotiator of the Republic of Slovenia

Nineteenth Meeting of the Conference on Accession at Deputy Level

Brussels, 29 July 2002

Dear Mr President, your Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen!

I am very pleased that our delegation is participating at this first Accession Conference meeting held under the Danish Presidency. 

I would like to welcome the determination of the Danish presidency to conclude the negotiations with those candidate countries that are ready this year. I believe that the current Member States and candidate countries should do everything in their powers to accomplish this task, bearing in mind what would be the consequences of failure. Slovenia was pleased to note that the Seville Presidency Conclusions reaffirmed the European Union's determination to conclude the negotiations with those countries that are ready by the end of 2002.

Before I turn to the chapter on today's agenda, I would like to inform the Conference about the progress Slovenia has made after the submission of its contribution for this year's Report on progress towards Accession. The National Assembly of the Republic of Slovenia in June and July's regular and extraordinary sessions adopted 23 acts related to alignment to the acquis.  Among those are European Works Councils Act, Equal Opportunities for Women and Men Act, Act Ratifying the Kyoto Protocol, Ionising Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Act, Management of Genetically Modified Organisms Act, Waters Act and Bank of Slovenia Act. I am pleased to note that the work at ministerial level and implementation of the acquis are also progressing at a very good pace which leaves me confident that Slovenia will meet the criteria for membership at the end of this year as set out in our initial negotiating position.

*
*
*
With regard to the Chapter 21, which is on today's agenda, we are pleased to note that our efforts to set up an institutional and legislative framework for implementation of structural instruments have been so far successful and understand the EU's position as acknowledgment of that success. At the same time, we are aware that we will have to continue with our preparations for implementation of structural instruments during the period leading up to accession, and intend to work closely with the Commission in doing so.

Slovenia welcomes the decision of the EU to propose that for the period until the end of 2006 the basis for calculation of Objective 1 eligibility for new Member States will be the average GDP of the NUTS 2 level regions of the current Member States at the moment of conclusion of the negotiations and that for the calculation of Cohesion Fund eligibility the basis will be the average GNI per capita of the current Member States at the moment of the conclusion of the accession negotiations.

We have prepared a declaration outlining the basis on which we are able to accept the provisional closure of this chapter. In addition, I wish to outline some of the arguments which underlie our concerns and will have to be properly addressed.

With regard to territorial division, we are pleased to note that the EU noted that Slovenia will continue discussions on the territorial division ensuring balanced regional development with the Commission in order to review, already being a Member State, its NUTS classification at the end of 2006 the latest. In order to address adequately Slovenia’s balanced development we are of opinion that it would be the most suitable solution to divide Slovenia at NUTS 2 level into cohesion regions which are already the part of current government policy for balanced regional development.

This review will be necessary for the following reasons - the disparities among individual regions have increased in Slovenia during the post-independence period. While the level of development in Ljubljana and its surroundings reached 89% of the EU average in the period 1997-1999, in the rest of Slovenia the level of development was much lower. The Eastern part of Slovenia bordering Austria, Hungary and Croatia, for example, reached only 58% of the EU average during the same reference period. 

Furthermore, Slovenia is a young country, which in the framework of the former SFR of Yugoslavia was not in a position to formulate normal multi-level territorial-administrative structures. After independence, this process was launched in 1995 with the establishment of local self-governments and presently continues by the gradual formation of regional structures. Slovenia intends to speed up the introduction of a new intermediate administrative level.

Allow me now to turn to the financial issues. Slovenia is very concerned with the level of indicative and provisional shares of resources put forward in the EU proposal.

The level of indicative and provisional shares of resources put forward in the EU proposal is not sufficient to achieve two main strategic objectives. First is the catching-up process, that is, the process of reducing Slovenia's development gap vis-à-vis the EU 15 average, and second objective is to reduce the development gap between different regions within Slovenia. The volume of funds for structural operations that will finally be agreed on with the EU will have to allow us to run an effective cohesion policy on the overall territory of the country. If the minimum funds necessary for accomplishing an effective cohesion policy could not be agreed on, we would either have to concentrate the activities on certain regions only or eliminate some important developmental priorities which are part of the EU policy. I think we all agree that would not make sense. An alternative is to continue with existing investment efforts to be exclusively financed from borrowing and other domestic sources. This is, however, unsustainable and would be in contradiction with an objective of fiscal stability and with the Maastricht criteria.
I also wish to point out that indicative and provisional shares of resources put forward in the EU proposal do not justify the existence of an institutional structure that has been developed over the recent years in Slovenia at request and with financial and technical support of the EU. Institutional infrastructure for programming cohesion policy in a NUTS 2 level region that covers the whole territory of a state has much more complex responsibilities than the corresponding institutional infrastructure in other NUTS 2 level regions. It is therefore of key developmental importance for a small country like Slovenia that an efficient institutional infrastructure for EU cohesion policy is further strengthened. 

When we return to negotiations of the financial issues involved in Chapter at hand later this year, I urge you to bear in mind that although Slovenia is one of the more developed countries among the ten candidate countries it will still be only ranked 16th out of EU-25, measured by GDP per capita. Our final agreement will have to address this specific situation. We should not be in de-facto significantly less favourable position vis-à-vis less-developed candidate countries and the existing EU Member States at the similar level of economic development after the accession. 

We are especially concerned about the low level of indicative provisional share of funds set forth in the EU proposal for the Community initiative Interreg, because the level of indicated funds does not even match the pre-accession assistance provided under PHARE cross border cooperation. 

We also believe that the overall financial arrangement that will have to be reached in the final stage of negotiations will have to properly address the costly effort of setting up the almost 600 km long Slovenian part of the external border of the enlarged EU.

In conclusion, ladies and gentlemen, I will read the declaration reflecting Slovenia's understanding of the basis on which it accepts the provisional closure of chapter 21 at this conference. The declaration shall be attached to the minutes of this meeting:

"Slovenia is pleased to note that the EU noted that the whole territory of Slovenia will be considered as one single region at NUTS 2 level for the period up to the end of 2006, that Slovenia intends to implement one Single Programming Document covering the whole territory of Slovenia for the programming period up to the end of 2006, and that Slovenia will continue discussions on the territorial division ensuring balanced regional development with the Commission in order to review, already being a Member State, its NUTS classification at the end of 2006 the latest.

If the proposal of Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council On the establishment of a common classification of Territorial Units for statistics (NUTS) is adopted and enters into force before Slovenia's accession, Slovenia will, if necessary, negotiate with the EU its application to the territorial division of Slovenia.

Slovenia understands that the Slovenian share of the total resources to be allocated to new Member States for Structural Funds, Cohesion Fund and Community Initiatives are only indicative, made on provisional basis and do not in any way prejudge the final appropriations assigned to Slovenia for those instruments. Slovenia notes that the final determination of the shares and the final appropriations to be assigned to the Republic of Slovenia will have to be agreed on at a later stage of the negotiations.

Slovenia also notes that the amount of the final appropriations of financial assistance to the new Member States will depend on their number.

On this basis Slovenia can accept the EU proposal and agree that at this stage this chapter does not require further negotiation."
*
*
*

Thank you. 
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