Mr. President, Honourable Members of the Bundestag, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Allow me, first of all, to say how delighted I am to have the opportunity to speak before the Committee for European Affairs. I believe this opportunity is taking place at an important point in time, as Slovenia is in the final phase of accession negotiations for EU membership. Today I would like to present some Slovenian views concerning the most topical questions of negotiations and underline some key issues important at this crucial phase of Slovenia's accession to the EU. 

I believe Slovenia - as a candidate country - does not need to be specially presented. Slovenia is a small and relatively well-developed country. Also in the latest Commission's Progress Report, Slovenia was assessed very positively. One year after the parliamentary elections, Slovenia has a stable government with a large support in the Parliament. Also the process of Slovenia's accession to the EU enjoys stable support of practically all the political parties represented in the Parliament. 

Slovenia was the first among the candidate countries to conclude - by the end of the Belgian Presidency last December - negotiations on 26 negotiating chapters and the veterinary and phyto-sanitary part of the agriculture chapter. Slovenia is seen as an effective and constructive country, which is important, as we are now creating the future image of a member state. 

In the first half of this year, (when other candidate countries are still conducting negotiations on the remaining chapters), Slovenia can focus predominantly on the most difficult phase of financial negotiations and thus search for optimal solutions in negotiations on agriculture, regional policy and structural instruments and financial and budgetary provisions. We are well aware that one can only influence the position of the EU before their final common position is delivered. Thus, it is important to have time for preparation and thorough discussion of the negotiating position at home and also presentation and explanation of our problems to the EU. 

Slovenia has examined carefully the Commission's proposal of the Common Financial Framework 2004-2006 for the Accession Negotiations issued at the end of this January. Our general assessment was that the proposal was in line with Slovenia's general expectations. The proposed figures are within the strict ceilings set out under the Berlin scenario. However, the proposal does not take into account that the actual reality is not in line with the assumptions of the Berlin scenario. The date of accession was put off from  2002 to 2004 and the number of new member states rose from 6 to 10. The fact that there is less money earmarked for more new member states does not express high political will and determination of the Member States for enlargement. We nevertheless, believe that certain room for manoeuvre still exists, even within the ceilings set out in Berlin. For example, why not use a small portion of the existing margin for payments appropriations under the Berlin scenario to financially support a historic process of EU eastward enlargement. Or, why a part of resources allocated under the Berlin financial framework for pre-accession purposes should not be transferred for the use of new member states, as there will be in 2004 – 2006 more new member countries and less accession countries than envisaged in the Berlin scenario calculations.

The Commission's document contains several suggestions that we strongly support: first is the stance that the net budgetary position of the candidate countries must not deteriorate compared to the pre-accession position. We also support an option to "top up" direct payments from national budgets in agriculture as well as the importance given to the rural development measures. We believe an increased share of cohesion funds within the framework of structural actions is also a positive solution. 

On the other hand, our main concerns associated with the document are that the approach to the chapters is not a balanced one and that the same horizontal approach will also be used in preparing Draft Common Positions for individual candidate countries.  

First, let me explain our position in the agriculture sector. Slovenia is a net importer of food and its producer prices are higher than the EU average. We already simulate common agricultural policy and have an established institutional mechanism for its implementation, developed in close cooperation with the Commission. Therefore, direct payments in Slovenia are, similarly as in the EU Member States, required to compensate for a decline of farmers income and not, as is the case in other candidate countries, to increase the level of their income. It is for this reason that the realisation of the proposed option of "topping up" payments from the national budget is of crucial importance for Slovenian agriculture.

Second, Slovenia is in a very different position vis-à-vis other candidate countries also with respect of quotas and reference quantities. Due to rather fast restructuring of the agriculture sector, Slovenian agriculture production has been rapidly increasing over the recent years. As a consequence, quotas and reference quantities assigned to our country are significantly lower than the actual production in the country. Application of these quotas and reference quantities would result in the reduced number of farmers entitled to financial compensations. Slovenia is, namely, the only candidate country where financial compensations designed in line with common agricultural policy are currently financed from the national budget.

Third, Slovenia strongly supports the document's emphasis on rural development within the agriculture sector. In this area, our country traditionally implements various measures, such as agri-environmental measures, supports to less-favoured areas, we have established comparable implementation structures and a recognisable budget policy. We are determined that rural development will continue to play a key role in our overall agriculture sector development with the support of the EU funds. We cannot agree with the idea that the funds for rural development measures are distributed among the candidate countries according to some general criteria and arithmetical calculations, as was the case with the allocation of funds under SAPARD programme. We believe that the EU funds for these purposes should be allocated according to the countries' overall institutional and financial absorption capacity as only in this manner the set objectives and designed programmes in this area can be realised. Slovenia also believes that it is in the measures of the second pillar that the possibility for differentiation among the candidate countries in the agricultural sector can be made, as was also mentioned in the January's Commission proposal of the Financial Framework of Enlargement.  

Fourth, on the structural actions side, Slovenia is again in a specific situation. Given a very limited volume of EU financial resources that will be available to Slovenia in the 2004 – 2006 period, the arguments put forward about the limited absorption capacity and the potential problems with co-financing from national budgets do not hold for our country. There is another aspect where Slovenia is in a unique position: we will be the only candidate country which may, due to the »statistical effect«, lose its eligibility status for a large majority of structural funds operations already in the next financial perspective, if criteria for allocation of these funds remain more or less unchanged. This specific problem of Slovenia can be effectively dealt with by granting Slovenia a transitional period for the next financial perspective, whereby it will remain eligible for structural funds operations without prejudging the changes in the overall system of structural actions. 

Fifth, as far as contributions to the EU budget are concerned, the document correctly states that solutions in this area will have to be found in the context of the conclusion of negotiations on the other chapters. Slovenia also supports the Commission's position that the net budgetary position of the new member states should not deteriorate in comparison with their situation in the year before accession. 

In Slovenia, we are, however, aware that financial aspect is only one part of the accession story. Harmonisation with the EU and all the other tasks required to meet the criteria for EU membership are in fact helping Slovenia to speed up the fulfilment of its own goals. Slovenia is improving and in some cases even establishing order and stability of the economy and society as a whole. It is overcoming the existing and potential barriers to the necessary changes, such as, for example, political power or economic monopolies. The EU membership in fact poses additional pressure for the necessary increase in competitiveness of all economic actors. These are currently the most important contributions of EU negotiations. But, what is even more important, is the final role of the EU membership. The refreshing wind of open society from the EU will help Slovenia overcome the existing barriers of inward-oriented state of mind and existing self-sufficiency. Further on, establishing of common European rules will result in increased transparency, stability and predictability of the economy. And finally, it will be for crucial importance for Slovenia to become a part of the European area of stability, security and prosperity based on positive internal solution seeking institutional framework. 

Allow me to say some words also about the results of the latest public opinion polls in Slovenia concerning its membership of the EU. I believe that in the concluding phase of the EU accession, it will be the public who will have the final say about Slovenia's membership of the EU as this question will be decided on a referendum. Let me mention first that Slovenia is the only candidate country where the percent of the very well and well informed exceeds the percent of those not very well informed about the EU accession, according to the Eurobarometer public opinion poll. However, the more informed public is, the more critical it may become. In the past years, support for Slovenia's membership of the EU was quite strong (on average at around 60 %). But we noticed that with every concession Slovenia made in the negotiations (closing of the duty free shops, decision for an amendment to the Constitution in the area of real estate acquisition, transitional period in the chapter on free movement of persons), public support for the EU accession fell by some percentage points. Such a drop in public support was last observed after the Commission's horizontal paper on the financial strategy of enlargement. According to the last public opinion poll in March, 48 % of the surveyed would vote for the EU membership, 33 % would be against and 19 % were undecided. 

Last but not least, I would also like to dedicate some attention to the Convention on the future of the European Union. Slovenia is highly ambitious as far as its participation in the debate on the future of Europe is concerned. It has established the Slovenian Forum on the future of Europe, which will act as a broad public space where the questions on the future of Europe will be discussed. The inaugural meeting of the national Forum on the future of Europe took place on 11 April 2002 under the high patronage of the President of the Republic, President of the Parliament and the Prime Minister, demonstrating the high significance the Slovenian political leaders dedicate to the project. Also, the strong interest civil society showed for the debate is the proof that Slovenians do wish to be more than just "policy-takers" in the matter of European affairs, namely, for the first time they will have the possibility to be "policy-makers" of our common future within the European Union. Let me in this respect express great satisfaction that a Slovenian member of the Convention Mr Alojz Peterle has been nominated as a representative of the national parliaments of the Candidate Countries in the Presidium. 

Finally, being in this historic city of Berlin, I would like to refer to the Berlin Wall, the symbol of Berlin, the symbol of Cold War, the symbol of a divided Europe. With the fall of the Berlin Wall almost 13 years ago, it was not only the Wall that was torn down but it was the last barrier on the way to the unification of all Europe. And the approaching Enlargement can be considered a final realisation of the historic idea of joining all the countries of the Old Continent into one community, expanding from the Baltic Sea to the Mediterranean. 

Thank you for your attention.
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