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Towards a stronger 
democracy post Covid-19 
The pandemic has shaken our so-
cieties as well as given us a chance 
to rebuild a stronger Union and a 
stronger democracy.
/ By David Sassoli, President of the European Parliament

The defining question  
of our time
Seeking mutual respect,  
subsidiarity, and solidarity 
/ By Janez Janša, Prime Minister of the Republic of Slovenia 

A 
thorough and frank reflection 
on the future of Europe has nev-
er been as timely as today. The 

numerous crises that have hit us over the 
past decade - from the financial crisis, to 
the refugee crisis to Brexit - have already 
shown the urgent need to modernise our 
Union, to make it more resilient, more 
effective, more apt to the challenges of an 
increasingly complex globalised world. 

Then came Covid-19. 
The pandemic has shaken our societies, economies and democracies 

in an unprecedented way. And while it is impossible to foresee how it 
will change our world, it is clear that we cannot return to the old “nor-
mal”. The crisis has brutally exposed the challenges that we need to ad-
dress - from the blatant social, gender and regional inequalities to the 
lack of competences our Union has to tackle certain issues, most strik-
ingly in the health sector. Ignoring these insights would be irresponsible, 
but above all a wasted opportunity. This crisis, as devastating as it is, 
gives us the unique chance to heal certain mistakes and rebuild a stron-
ger Union, which means, above all, a stronger democracy. 

In my view, there are five aspects, which are key in this respect:  

1. Renew the democratic pact with our citizens 
Being satisfied with just the exercise of the polls every five years is 

not enough for democracy to thrive and live up to its full potential. Es-
pecially now, as we are about to reconstruct our economies and our so-
cieties on new foundations and in view of the colossal investments that 
Europe will inject into public policies, it is more important than ever to 
renew the democratic pact with our citizens. We have to listen to their 
needs and expectations in terms of assistance, jobs, dignity, security, and 
prosperity. We have to understand their vision of our common Europe-
an future. 

I
n the aftermath of the calamities of 
both world wars, and the experience 
of the socio-economic depression 

of the in-between decades, the founding 
fathers of the EU were faced with a chal-
lenge that constituted a paradigm shift: 
how to restructure relations between the 
nations of Europe. Ten out of eleven EU 
founding fathers were associated with 
Christian Democrat parties, so the motto 

often subscribed to Saint Augustine was well known to them: In neces-
sariis unitas, in dubiis libertas, in omnibus caritas, “Unity in necessary 
things; freedom in doubtful things; charity in all things”. This spells out 
the core values and mechanisms of the European unification idea: con-
sensus seeking and mutual respect, subsidiarity, and solidarity. These 
are the crucial principles, which allowed them to begin the process of 
European unification. So, we would be well advised to follow their lead 
and rethink the implementation of these principles in the EU today. And 
yet, at times seeking the moral high ground seems to be the only game 
in town in the EU, though this is only a pretence to instrumentalise in-
stitutions and policy mechanisms so that they serve only the interests 
of power play politics within the EU. However, the founding fathers as-
pired to go beyond power politics. And so should we. We need to reflect 
on the ideational foundations of the European project and seek ways to 
reproduce them today. This is the defining question of our time – how to 
interpret and implement the values and mechanisms of consensus seek-
ing and mutual respect, subsidiarity, and solidarity. This is the condition 
for a joint response to the crucial developmental challenges – economic, 
demographic and societal – that Europe is faced with today. It has to 
take a stand against multiple challenges on the international stage as a 
unitary actor – a United Europe, whole, free, and at peace with itself.

The debate on the future of Europe comes at a decisive moment – in-
ternally and externally. First, after a decade of crises that revealed many of 
the EU’s deficiencies and fault lines within it, Brexit threw it off balance. 
The relational dynamics within the EU do not reflect consensus seeking 
and mutual respect, seeming more like relations between international 
actors than relations within a family. In such a setting, Brexit spelled out 



T
he peoples of the Western Balkan 
region rejoice at the renewed dy-
namic between the EU and Western 

Balkans. It appears that, after years of soul 
searching, there is once again 
a shared sense of both ur-
gency and a fresh beginning 
in the process of completing 
the unique jigsaw puzzle of 
the Union by integrating the 
few missing pieces - those of 
the countries in the Western 
Balkans region. As the Prime 
Minister of Montenegro, the 
small country closest to mem-
bership in the Union, I thank 
the Bled Strategic Forum for the opportu-
nity to share our vision of how to complete 
this task. The membership in the Union was 
and remains our number one foreign policy 
goal. Moreover, achieving the Union level of 
democracy and the rule of law, along with 
greening and digitalizing our economy, is 
our key domestic priority. In a country as 
advanced as ours is on its path towards the 
EU, the lines between domestic and Europe-
an policy blend. 

But first, let me open with a paradox. 
Both Montenegro and the European Union 
stand at their respective critical junctures 
unlocked last year. In my country, the par-
liamentary elections last August brought 
about the first ever democratic turnover in 
government in our history which unlocked 
the process of accelerated reform and po-
litical learning. On this side of the EU bor-
der, last September, during her State of the 
Union speech, the President of the Europe-
an Commission announced the Conference 
on the Future of Europe, a transnational 
democratic debate on the future direction 
of Europe. Arguably, it was the pandemic, 
from the shadow of which we all still strug-
gle to escape, that acted as the catalyst for 
these historic developments in both cases. 
And while, ever since the Thessaloniki Sum-
mit in 2003, Western Balkans states have 
continuously been assured of their credible 
perspective of EU membership, the organ-
isation of the Conference revealed a con-
tradiction. Namely, how can the future of 
Europe meaningfully be discussed without 
the participation of future EU citizens from 
our region? If a citizen of Montenegro, Ser-
bia, or North Macedonia wanted to launch 
an idea or an event on the COFOE digital 
platform, she would still not be able to do it. 
And yet, we are future EU citizens. But, as 
our friends from numerous member states 
volunteer to lend us their voice in the Con-
ference, as the new enlargement methodol-
ogy is being put to practice and exhibits its 
first results, and as the EU invests amply in 
the post-pandemic recovery of the WB, the 
paradox is mitigated and the organic link 
between these two recently opened win-
dows of opportunity for reflection and self-
growth becomes apparent. The decisions we 
take and the progress we make in the com-
ing months will determine our faith in the 
years to come. How can we, then, best seize 
this chance to write the history of our com-
mon European future? How can the pro-
cess of EU enlargement – a process of equal 
importance for the future of Europe as the 
Conference – be accelerated? And how do I 
see the role of Montenegro in it? 

The Bled Strategic Forum is a perfect op-
portunity to answer these questions. Much 
like academic years, political and diplomatic 
years begin in September. Here by the Bled 

lake, under the second Slovenian Presidency 
of the Council, let us make sure that both 
windows of opportunity for a better future 
of Europe remain open. Montenegro is al-
ready doing this in three following ways:

From box-ticking to a brave outside-
the-box strategy. The change in govern-
ment in 2020 inspired most Montenegrins 
to dare to hope again and the support for 
EU membership rose to a record high. This 
consensus among our citizens obliged my 
government to commit to an audacious and 
ambitious plan for accelerating our acces-
sion. From the first political IGC in June 
this year, we are implementing a concrete 
roadmap towards the fulfilment of closing 
benchmarks for all negotiated chapters of 
the Acquis by 2025. When a benchmark is 
too vague (remember, they were defined al-
most a decade ago – and that is a lot of water 
under the bridge), we choose to provide a 
self-assessment and a dynamic plan to its 
fulfilment. We have no time to loose. Slo-
venia is one of our closest partners, friends 
and allies. More importantly, it remains our 
role model on how to advance at full speed. 
We now stand where Slovenia was in 1998 – 
with three closed chapters. From this point 
onward, our host closed another six in 1999, 
five in 2000, even twelve in 2001 and five 
in 2002. We are confident that under the 
Slovenian Presidency we can make a deci-
sive headway in the most important pair of 
chapters – 23 and 24. 

From the rule of elites to the rule of 
law. Our unwavering commitment to the 
rule of law has already been demonstrated 
by our efforts to tackle the chronic issues in 
our judiciary in the past months. And this 
is only the beginning. For too long has the 
process of EU accession been perceived in 
our parts of Europe as a technocratic exer-
cise between domestic political elites and 
Brussels. My government and the incum-
bent EU administration mark a sharp dis-
continuity with the apparent past practice 
of stabilitocracy! There can be no trade-off 
between stability and democracy in the WB 
region. Long term stability in Europe is nec-
essarily a democratic one. That is why Mon-
tenegro has finally joined the growing wave 
of rejuvenated and citizen-centric politics 
which redefines what it means to love one’s 
country. Instead of basing our legitimacy on 
nationalistic mobilization, clientelist shor-
ing up of support and everyday polarization, 
we aim to show that the measure of patrio-
tism in Europe today is our adherence to our 
laws and constitutions. We work hard every 
day to close the gap between the words and 
deeds in support of EU values. In return, 

we expect that the gap between our nations 
will close with making sure that Montene-
gro becomes the next member of the Union. 
The reform agenda sketched here doesn’t 

come without pitfalls and op-
position by those who would 
prefer the status quo. Our 
tangible results must, there-
fore, be met with concrete re-
wards – from closed chapters 
to accelerated integration. 
For many years, Slovenia has 
been accomplishing in prac-
tice that which Montenegro 
held dear merely in words: 
highest ecological standards, 

social justice, rural development, to name 
just a few. With your help, Montenegro too 
can take up the banner for the rest of the re-
gion and show how this is to be done in the 
region today. 

Montenegro is where the Future  
of Europe and the future of Western 
Balkans Meet
Closing the gap between words and deeds: making EU accession reality
/ By Zdravko Krivokapić, Prime Minister of Montenegro

Instead of basing our legitimacy on 
nationalistic  mobilization, clientelist shoring 
up of support and  everyday polarization, we 

aim to show that the measure of patriotism in 
Europe today is our adherence to our laws and 

constitutions. 

Reversing the gaze from the past to 
the future. It was Churchill who famously 
said that the Balkans produce more history 
than they can consume. Slovenia provides 
the region with a blueprint of how to foster 
one’s history and traditions as the fuel for 
national self-confidence and progress with-
out the ‘balkanizing’ side effects of othering 
and exclusion. While Slovenia has Prešern’s 
Wreath of Sonnets carved in its founda-
tions, Montenegrins have Njegoš’ Mountain 
Wreath in theirs. The European wreath that 
we shall weave from the discussions about 
the foundations of our future here in Bled, 
during the Conference and via the accession 
process belongs to all citizens of the EU – 
present and future. The quick, successful 
and painless membership of Montenegro is 
where the two futures will meet. 
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A
s Slovenia knows better than most, 
Europe doesn’t end in Ljubljana, 
Zagreb or Budapest: the Western 

Balkans naturally belongs here too. This 
year’s Bled Strategic Forum, in conjunction 
with the Slovenian Presidency of the EU 
Council in the second half of 2021, provides 
the ideal opportunity to discuss how to take 
enlargement and the reform process in the 
Western Balkans forward with speed, deter-
mination and vision.    

Europe will be complete 
only once the entire Western 
Balkans region is inside the 
European Union. According 
to this year’s Balkan Barome-
ter, 62% of the people in the 
region support the EU membership. These 
aspirations confirm the geostrategic choice 
our partners have made and send a clear 
message to their leaders: you need to deliver. 
It is also a clear message to the EU leaders: 
we need to deliver. We are at crossroads and 
if we do not make the right decisions now, 
we will come to regret it in the future.

We are one continent, sharing the same 
history and the same culture. We are inter-
dependent, be it in trade and economy, be 
it in stability and security. Moreover, the 
political and economic logic that underpins 
the European Union applies equally to the 
Western Balkans. 68% of the region’s trade 
is with the EU and 65% of its Foreign Direct 
Investment stock comes from EU compa-
nies.

In 2003, the EU made a promise at the 
Thessaloniki Summit that the whole region 
could join our European Union, while the 
region committed to our values and stan-
dards as well as to comprehensive reforms 
paving the way to its EU future. These 
promises remain valid, but their credibility 
has faced challenges.

While the European perspective of the 
region helped our partners to achieve polit-
ical and economic reforms, stronger rule of 
law and better governance, those reforms of-
ten remain slow, sowing doubt in the trans-
formative power of the enlargement process. 
On the other hand, the EU sometimes was 
not quick enough to respond when partners 
delivered on reform commitments.

To address those challenges and to speed 
up the accession process, the Commission 
last year upgraded its approach. We revised 
our enlargement methodology to make the 
process more dynamic, credible and pre-
dictable, with a stronger political steer. Fo-
cus on fundamentals such as the rule of law 
and democracy became even stronger. 

Both Montenegro and Serbia have ac-
cepted this new approach to guide their 

negotiations with the EU. On 
this basis, we had an open 
political dialogue on key re-
forms at the intergovernmen-
tal conferences in June. Our 
joint objective is to accelerate 
the accession process with 

both countries, including during the Slove-
nian Council Presidency. 

The revised methodology will also guide 
accession talks with Albania and North 
Macedonia. After positive decision on the 
opening of talks by the Council last year, 
the negotiations with both now need to be 
officially launched. I hope that EU Member 
States will soon agree on the negotiating 
frameworks that will allow the Slovenian 
Presidency to call the first inter-governmen-
tal conferences. The two countries have de-
livered on the agreed preconditions; the EU 
needs to deliver too. This is essential for the 
credibility of our promise to the region. 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, we are 
supporting authorities to enact priority re-
forms, including constitutional and elec-
toral reforms, which are needed to obtain 
EU candidate status. If BiH leaders deliver, 
we deliver! And in Kosovo, we continue to 
support the implementation of the Stabilisa-
tion and Association Agreement, including 
through reforms bringing concrete benefits 
for Kosovo citizens. 

Reconciliation, regional cooperation 
and good neighbourly relations also remain 
key. In this context, I would like to see swift 
progress in Belgrade-Pristina dialogue on 
normalisation of relations, with the facilita-
tion of the High Representative and his dia-
logue envoy.

These steps will be leading the Western 
Balkans towards its EU future. And the re-
gion needs also to contribute to the ongoing 
reflections in the Conference on the Future 
of Europe which the EU launched in the 
spring. Citizens of the region can already 
participate now, as there is no geo-blocking 
on the discussion platform and anybody’s 
view will be duly noted and considered. The 
topics discussed are most relevant for the 
shape of the European Union our partners 
strive to join. The Covid-19 pandemic has 
demonstrated the extent to which EU Mem-
ber States and other countries in Europe, 
including the Western Balkans, depend on 
each other. 

Advancing the EU enlargement 
in Western Balkans with speed, 
determination and vision
Europe will be complete only once the entire Western Balkans region is inside the European Union
/ By Olivér Várhelyi, European Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement

According to this year’s Balkan Barometer, 
62% of the people in the region support the EU 

membership. 

Our goal, as the European Commission, 
is to treat our Western Balkans partners like 
Member States in as many areas as possible. 
This also means providing access to some 
benefits of EU membership, such as parts of 
the EU’s single market, ahead of accession, 
as soon as they fulfil the criteria. The digital 
policy, e-commerce or the Single Euro Pay-
ments Area could be an example. This will 
help the accession process, boost growth po-
tential for local businesses and improve the 
lives of citizens.

At the same time, we are also providing 
substantial support for the region’s econom-
ic convergence with the EU. In the coming 
years, we will be bringing with our Econom-
ic and Investment Plan close to € 30 billion 
of funding through grants, guarantees and 
preferential loans to the region. 

This investment reflects the EU’s prior-
ities and provides opportunities for a more 
prosperous, greener, more digital and better 
connected region. The Plan includes major 
infrastructure projects, such as upgrading a 
section of the Rail Corridor X between Ser-
bia and North Macedonia, an essential part 
of the extended EU Trans-European Net-
work linking Ljubljana all the way to Thes-
saloniki.

The Commission developed the Plan last 
year, and we want to kick-start it this year 
with the first flagship projects. Not only will 
this Plan help with economic development 
and convergence, it also represents our blue 
print to boost the post-pandemic recovery 
of the whole region.

To make our investments a success, we 
need the region to push ahead on building a 
regional market. There is limited added val-
ue in creating new trade routes and building 
new transport links if goods need six differ-
ent certificates or are stuck for hours at bor-
der checkpoints. 

On the other hand, if the region removes 
barriers to trade and investment and coop-
erates more closely on the basis of EU rules 
and standards, this will strengthen its posi-
tion of an essential component in Europe’s 
industrial ecosystems and accelerate its inte-
gration into the EU. 

Slovenia has always been supportive 
of the region’s future in the EU and its re-
gional economic integration. The upcoming 
EU-Western Balkans Summit in October 
has an important potential for further pos-
itive steps. I am confident of its success and 
look forward to working with the Slovenian 
Presidency of the Council towards advanc-
ing the EU perspective of the region. Time 
to deliver and time to make the right strate-
gic decisions is now! 
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S
lovenia is holding its second Presi-
dency of the Council of the Europe-
an Union in very challenging times. 

Both the Presidency’s programme and the 
programme of this year’s Bled Strategic Fo-
rum (BSF) were set up in a way to help us 
find solutions to existing challenges, from 
the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic and 
the emerging importance of the Indo-Pacif-
ic region to our immediate neighbourhood, 
the Western Balkans and the Mediterra-
nean. We are witnessing continued shifting 
of the geopolitical balances – the pandemic 
has only reinforced that. And we have not 
even mentioned Afghanistan!

In this changing world, we cannot avoid 
asking ourselves whether the European 
Union, the United States of America, Rus-
sia, China and other countries with strong 
regional influence can find common ground 
for building an interest-based post-pandem-
ic international order, or have we entered a 
new cycle of great power competition?  That 
is, competition of power, but also of views 
on governance and societies.

One of the key questions is how EU ex-
ternal policy should be adapted to these 
new challenges. To become an important 
member of this multipolar system, indeed 
economic power in itself is not enough. The 
health crisis caused by Covid-19 has put 
the EU’s functioning, internally and exter-
nally, to a critical test. The initial responses 
to the crisis were not joint, but partial and 
slow due to the weak trust by the public into 
governing institutions. Similarly, there was 
a lack of trust, on the global level, in inter-
national rules-based order and international 
organisation, as well as among States. 

The EU should continuously adapt and 
refine its external policies, whereas our goals 
and values must remain solid and strong. In 
order to keep our foreign and security poli-
cy resilient, cohesion and unity are key pre-
requisites. Here I come to another priority 
point of the Slovenian EU Presidency – re-
silience, especially in areas of health and cy-
bersecurity. By strengthening EU strategic 
resilience, we will also strengthen solidarity, 
bolster an integrated approach, reinforce 
good practices and achieve better respon-
siveness.  

The EU should seize the opportunity of 
the evolving world order and try to estab-
lish new forms of cooperation. It should 
act timely and efficiently in addressing new 
challenges in the neighbourhood as well as 
globally. Part of this undertaking is to place 
the EU on the global stage as a unified ac-
tor guided by our goals and values, pursu-
ing our interests, together with partners or 
alone if these goals do not converge. “Act-
ing alone or together with partners” is part 
of the ongoing discussion within the EU on 
the Open Strategic Autonomy. At the same 
time, multilateralism and a multilateral ap-
proach to global challenges must remain im-
portant tools of our global engagement, and 
the EU should be leading the efforts. 

One of the fields where EU should have 
a leading role is green transition. Climate is 
certainly at the top of the list where the EU 
can and should work together with partners 
globally.

But we must also deliver in our own re-
gional context, especially in the Western 
Balkans, the Eastern Partnership and the 
Mediterranean. Without successful integra-
tion of the Western Balkans and the stabi-

lisation of its eastern and southern neigh-
bourhoods, the EU will struggle to be seen 
as a global actor.  We very much look for-
ward to hosting the  EU–Western Balkans 
Summit next month.  

The region is part of Europe and it is 
surrounded by EU member states, so when 
discussing issues related to the future of Eu-
rope, we should strive to include the region 
as well. 

In order to support the region on the 
Transatlantic perspective, the EU cannot act 
without the United States as the main strate-
gic partner and as a key ally in NATO. The 
Slovenian Presidency will strive to include 
the Transatlantic dimension in all relevant 
priorities, to revitalise this most important 
global geopolitical relationship. Together 
with our North American friends, partners 
and allies, we should be better able to con-
front the present and future challenges, as 
well as safeguard and advance democracy, 
security, resilience and prosperity. Recent 
events in Afghanistan are a stark reminder 
of the fact that strong Transatlantic co-oper-
ation, as well as co-operation of the world’s 
democracies on the global scale, is  essential.  

This is why, in addition to revitalising 
the Transatlantic partnership, the Slovenian 
Presidency is devoting considerable atten-
tion to the Indo-Pacific – the new geopo-
litical arena. At the BSF and the Informal 
Meeting of EU ministers of foreign affairs 
following the BSF, we have the honour of 
exchanging views on cooperation in the 
Indo-Pacific with my Indian friend and col-
league, Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar. 
The revival of partnership and strengthen-
ing cooperation between the EU and India is 
of major importance, especially in the chal-

lenging global circumstances.  We should 
also strive towards the finalisation of the 
EU’s strategy for the Indo-Pacific. We expect 
that the 13th ASEM Summit in November 
will add to fostering cooperation between 
Asia and Europe.

Slovenia as a Mediterranean country 
will also work towards upgrading our rela-
tionship with the countries of the Southern 
Neighbourhood. Both shores of this basin 
share common challenges of which mi-
gration and security are perhaps the most 
pressing.   Therefore, Slovenia will strive to 
take forward the negotiations on the Pact 
of Migration and Asylum, and among the 
main areas of focus will be strengthening 
partnerships with countries of origin and 
transit of migrants’ routes to the EU. How-
ever, the importance of the Neighbourhood 
Policy and the renewed partnership with the 
Southern Neighbourhood goes beyond the 
migration themes, particularly in fostering 
connectivity and people to people contacts. 

In the shadow of the fourth Covid-19 
wave we take rather sombre and humble 
comfort in the fact that we are able to hold 
the Bled Strategic Forum in person, even 
though the pandemic is far from being over. 
This was in part possible thanks to the com-
mon endeavours in support of enabling vac-
cination of our citizens.  There is light at the 
end of the tunnel, and we need to continue 
working together in order to defeat this dis-
ease, and to regain our safety and life as it 
was before the pandemic, making sure that 
along this long path we also retain the val-
ues and freedoms we hold dear to our hearts 
and minds.  

EU: a unified actor on global stage
Building EU’s credibility and influence by swiftly responding to the most pressing  
external challenges  
/ By Anže Logar, Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Slovenia
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O
n 29 March 2004, I stood alongside 
Foreign Minister Dimitrij Rupel, as 
the Romanian and Slovenian flags 

were raised at the NATO headquarters in 
Brussels, together with those of our friends 
and neighbours Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, and Slovakia.

Speaking then as the Foreign Minister 
of Romania, I described the accession of 
our new democracies to the 
world’s most successful Al-
liance as a major victory for 
those who had suffered the 
tyranny of authoritarianism, 
and a triumph for peace and 
freedom in Europe. 

Our journey, and indeed 
history, did not end on that 
day. It was just beginning. 
Today, the echoes of authori-
tarianism are stronger than at 
any time in the last two decades, the rules-
based international order is facing unprece-
dented pressure, and Europe is still not yet 
fully whole and free. So we must never take 
our freedom and democracy for granted. 
We must fight for them every day.

NATO: the bedrock of our security 
This is precisely what NATO has been 

doing for more than seven decades, based 
on our shared values and our rock-solid 
commitment to defend each other, one for 
all and all for one. From 12 founding Allies 
in 1949, we have grown to a family of 30 free 
nations, uniting two continents and one bil-
lion people across the Atlantic in a unique 
partnership of peace and prosperity.

This unbreakable bond between Europe 
and North America ended forty years of 
Cold War, and helped spread freedom and 
democracy to Central and Eastern Europe. 
It stopped the bloodshed in the Western 
Balkans in the 1990s, and it brought NATO 
Allies shoulder-to-shoulder in solidarity 
when terrorism shook our nations on and 
after 9/11. 

Today, our security environment is more 
complex and contested than ever before. 
The geopolitical landscape is shifting once 
again, with a more aggressive Russia, and 
China’s arrival as a global economic and 
military power.  

The threats to our security are multiply-
ing, from emerging and disruptive technol-
ogies to increasingly sophisticated cyber-at-
tacks, from nuclear proliferation to the rise 
of brutal terrorist networks, and from the 

existential challenge of climate change to 
all-encompassing global health pandemics. 

The very definition of our security is 
changing. The lines between military and ci-
vilian, state and non-state, peace and war are 
increasingly blurred. A more diverse range 
of actors are operating in a “grey-zone” well 
below the threshold of an armed attack. 
They are attempting to challenge and chip 

away at the military and technological edge 
that has kept us safe for decades. 

More than this, potential adversaries 
seek to strike at the very heart of our free 
and democratic societies, by undermining 
our values, dividing our citizenry, and ad-
vancing an alternative, authoritarian model, 
based on bullying, coercion, disregard for 
international law, and unprecedented levels 
of state surveillance and the persecution of 
minorities. 

In these changing and challenging times, 
it is even more important that Europe and 
North America stand together in NATO, to 
ensure our shared security and assert our 
cherished values, of freedom, democracy, 
human dignity, and the rule of law.

Slovenia a steadfast NATO Ally
Since that March day in 2004, Slovenia 

has proved a worthy NATO Ally. Slovenian 
troops serve in our multinational battle-
group in Latvia, shoring up the eastern part 
of the Alliance against a more assertive Rus-
sia. Slovenia is one of the top contributors to 
our KFOR peacekeeping mission in Kosovo, 
promoting peace and stability in the West-
ern Balkans. 

During the pandemic, Slovenia sent 
medical supplies to NATO’s newest member 
North Macedonia and to our partner Bos-
nia and Herzegovina. NATO Allies in re-
turn sent medical equipment and staff, and 
NATO’s strategic airlift capacity transported 
much-needed supplies to Slovenia.

Alongside its NATO Allies and partners, 
Slovenia participates in a number of mul-
tinational high-visibility projects. These 
include initiatives to jointly procure and 
manage munitions, command special forc-
es operations, and train the next generation 
of special operations forces aviation crews. 
NATO provides air-policing to keep the 
skies above Slovenia and the Western Bal-

kans safe.
Just as NATO can rely on 

Slovenia, Slovenia can rely 
on NATO. Together we are 
stronger and more than the 
sum of our parts. And I am 
delighted that Slovenia has 
made strengthening Trans-
atlantic relations and NA-
TO-EU cooperation a cor-
nerstone of its EU Council 
presidency.

Ever-closer NATO-EU cooperation
Thanks to the personal commitment of 

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg, 
and our close and constant contacts with 
our counterparts in the European institu-
tions, NATO-EU cooperation has reached 
unprecedented levels in recent years.

We work together on a wide range of 
issues, on 74 common areas to be precise. 
This June, Secretary General Stoltenberg 
and High Representative Borrell published 
the sixth annual progress report on NA-
TO-EU cooperation, which demonstrates 
that our political and practical cooperation 
delivers in deeds and not just words.

We are stepping up to combat a range of 
cyber and hybrid attacks, including the del-
uge of disinformation we witnessed during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. We collaborate on 
exercises, like NATO’s largest annual cyber 
defence exercise, Cyber Coalition, in which 
the EU participated.

We coordinate our support to our part-
ners, to promote stability in our shared 
neighbourhood, from Afghanistan and 
Ukraine, to the Western Balkans. We have 
also tackled the refugee and migrant crisis 
together in the Mediterranean and the Ae-
gean Sea. 

We cooperate on projects to improve 
military mobility, enabling troops and 
equipment to move more easily across Eu-
rope, and to develop new capabilities to 
address critical shortfalls, for example, in 
strategic airlift, air-to-air refuelling, and 
medical evacuation.

Strengthening NATO-EU cooperation
Safeguarding freedom and democracy in a more uncertain world
/ By Mircea Geoană, NATO Deputy Secretary General, North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)

NATO and the European Union are nat-
ural and indispensable partners. We share 
21 member countries, and more than 90% 
of EU citizens also live in a NATO country. 
Moreover, we share a common history and 
geography, we believe in the same values, 
and we face the same challenges.

Our roles and remits are different, but 
complementary. Neither of us has all of 
the tools to respond to a changing world, 
but together Europe and North America 
represent half of the world’s economic and 
military might. Together we can be a formi-
dable force for good. As we look to a more 
uncertain future, we must consider how to 
maximise our relative strengths and avoid 
duplication.

That is why we welcome EU efforts to 
increase cooperation on defence, with the 
fullest possible involvement of non-EU Al-
lies, in a way that complements and does not 
compete with NATO. A European Union 
that spends more on defence, invests in 
modern capabilities, and reduces the frag-
mentation of the European defence indus-
try makes us all stronger and safer, and it 
contributes to a better sharing of the burden 
within NATO for our collective defence.

NATO 2030: a new level ambition 
At our Brussels Summit in June, NATO 

leaders set out a bold new vision for our 
future security, through our NATO 2030 
agenda. It will ensure that our Alliance re-
mains fit for the challenges of today and fu-
ture-proof against any threat tomorrow.

We will continue to strengthen NATO 
militarily as the cornerstone of our collec-
tive defence, and by using it more as the 
unique political platform bringing Europe 
and North America together, to consult 
sooner on a wider range of issues affecting 
our security.

We will also continue to adapt to a 
changing world, by accelerating Transatlan-
tic innovation, strengthening the resilience 
of our societies, tackling threats in space and 
cyber space, and managing to the security 
impacts of climate change.

We will strengthen our training and 
capacity-building support for partners in 
areas like counterterrorism, crisis manage-
ment and defence reform. We will deepen 
our existing partnerships and seek new re-
lationships with countries around the world 
that share our values to strengthen the rules-
based international order. We will underpin 
our efforts with an increase in NATO’s com-
mon funding and a new Strategic Concept in 
time for our next Summit in Spain in 2022. 

The Brussels Summit declaration un-
derscores the importance of the NATO-EU 
partnership and sets a new level of ambition 
for our cooperation, in areas like resilience, 
new technologies, space and climate change. 
Slovenia’s EU Council presidency will have 
an important part to play in this work.

Strengthening the strategic partnership 
between NATO and the EU is paramount to 
keeping us safe in a world of growing glob-
al competition and increasingly complex 
threats and challenges. With the new US ad-
ministration we have a unique opportunity 
to cement the vital bond between Europe 
and North America, and ensure that we can 
continue to ensure our mutual peace and 
prosperity in a more uncertain world.

Together with Slovenia and the other 
NATO Allies, I look forward to taking this 
important work forward. 

European Union that spends more on defence, 
invests in modern capabilities, and reduces 
the fragmentation of the European defence 

industry makes us all stronger and safer, and 
it contributes to a better sharing of the burden 

within NATO for our collective defence.
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our nightmare scenario – the end of the EU 
as we know it. This is of utmost concern to 
us. Let there be no doubt: it is in the vital 
interest of Slovenia that the EU is preserved 
and furthered. I am positive that this same 
interest is shared by other European na-
tions. That is why we are so keen on having 
a sincere and open discussion 
about our common future. 
Clearly, there are different 
visions about that future, and 
that is precisely why we need 
a frank conversation about it. 
We cannot afford exclusion. 
The debate needs a procedur-
al fairness, where everyone 
can participate, be heard, and 
listened to. In other words, we need to ex-
tend our understanding of each other and 
make the different visions of European uni-
fication transparent. Bringing to light and 
examining various visions not only has a 
rational dimension, for example clarifying 
economic interests, but also contributes to 
recognising each other’s historical memory, 
experiences, emotions, and vulnerabilities. 
We need to be aware that since 2004 the EU 
has been a union of states with very different 
historical memories and experiences. The 
states in the eastern part of Central Europe 
suffered under totalitarian rule for three 
generations. A structural transition that 
covers all social systems simply cannot be 
completed in a generation. Failing to com-
prehend this, I believe, goes a long way to 
explaining misunderstandings on the rule of 
law between individual EU member states. 
As such, the debate on the future of Europe 
is about learning and understanding. This 
will enable earnest consensus seeking as well 

as mutual respect, subsidiarity, and solidar-
ity. And this will then allow the EU to face 
external challenges, which we cannot do if 
we are divided. 

Second, the Covid-19 pandemic un-
masked the so far latent tensions in the inter-
national system: the struggle for global gov-

ernance between democratic and autocratic 
systems. The rules-based order has come 
under assault. Authoritarian regimes un-
dermined international rules of behaviour, 
while at the same time usurping other in-
ternational forums and undercutting order 
from within. Authoritarian actors have wea-
ponised areas of interdependence. Just as 
cancer acts on a body, they have instrumen-
talised the system to start working against 
itself. Moreover, the struggle for interna-
tional dominance goes on in all domains of 
strategic interaction among states. Warfare, 
lawfare, diplomatic coercion, and economic 
statecraft are all different dimensions of the 
same purpose for authoritarian actors. The 
EU has been at the forefront of this struggle. 
But unfortunately, not as an actor, but as an 
environment or stage for that struggle. To 
be frank and critical, this is our own fault 
due to the skirmishes within the EU that 
are occupying our political agenda. History 
can teach us where such a course of events 

may lead us, if we just look at the period 
between the two world wars. At that time, 
the idea of a united Europe first appeared 
as a political movement and agenda. But 
European states and leaders did not follow 
through due to their internal quarrels and 
short-sightedness. Another devastation fol-

lowed, one that did bring us 
a paradigm shift in thinking 
about European and world 
politics. To make sense of the 
current world, one needs to 
look beyond the confines of 
short-term requirements of 
national interest or day-to-
day foreign policy. Strategy 
requires a holistic intellectual 

architecture of which a crucial ingredient 
is historical sensibility and an unwavering 
moral compass. Adequate instruments are 
essential to enable its effective implemen-
tation, as well as the political will to deploy 
them. In the present context, relying only 
on the normative power of the EU will not 
be enough. Furthermore, a simple one-di-
mensional foreign policy of mercantilism is 
inadequate for the 21st century. And thus, 
we reach the same conclusion as in our first 
point: the debate on the future of Europe 
is foremost a discussion about who we are, 
about understanding the logos, pathos, and 
ethos of European nations. This will enable 
us to broaden the strategic horizon of the 
EU’s foreign policy.

So, what is it that the debate needs to 
grasp? The question of European unifica-
tion is the reason why multi-ethnic empires 
and states in the European past have failed: 
E Pluribus Unum,’’Out of many one’’. Europe 
has not yet found the answer to this ques-

tion. We need a new paradigm of relations 
in Europe. In this quest we do not have to 
reinvent the wheel but return to the origins 
and apply them to the present circumstanc-
es: consensus seeking and mutual respect, 
subsidiarity, and solidarity. This is what the 
debate on the future of Europe is about – 
how do we get to a Europe whole and free 
and at peace with itself? On all three fronts, 
there are challenges. Freedom – there is real 
oppression in Eastern Europe in Belarus, 
and parts of Europe are at war – the annex-
ation of Crimea and the situation in Don-
bas. Wholeness – the EU needs to uphold 
its promises to the Western Balkans and 
uphold the legal and normative founda-
tions of post-Cold War Europe as defined 
and agreed upon in the Charter of Paris for 
New Europe – sovereign equality and free-
dom of choice that needs to be operation-
alised in providing meaningful but condi-
tional support to those pursuing the goals 
of European and Euro-Atlantic integration. 
At peace with itself – the ubiquity of power 
politics over consensus seeking and mutu-
al respect, subsidiarity, and solidarity. The 
debate needs to be frank and lucid, other-
wise Europe will drift off along an unsound 
course. Radical centralism will monopolise 
the European project, generating further 
tensions within the EU and crippling the 
ability of European states to tackle interna-
tional challenges. I am confident that the 
debate on the future of Europe can deliver 
and define the essential and fundamental 
issues for the European unification project. 
This will enable us to focus on the multiple 
challenges that lie ahead of us, both jointly 
and successfully. 

This is the defining question of our time – how 
to interpret and implement the values and 

mechanisms of consensus seeking and mutual 
respect, subsidiarity, and solidarity.

 Continued from page 1
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L
et us open our eyes as wide as pos-
sible about cooperation and stability 
in the Mediterranean and dream that 

the best way forward would be to call a Con-
ference on Security and Co-operation in the 
Mediterranean. If we start now, we might be 
in time to convene it in 2025, the 50th anni-
versary of the Conference on Security and 
Co-operation in Europe held in Helsinki in 
1975. 

Not many held high hopes for that Con-
ference when it was held in the middle of 
the Cold War, but it proved to be a turning 
point in the easing of tensions and confron-
tation between the West and the East. Now 
we need to revive the spirit of Helsinki, not 
only for Europe itself but for many regions 
around the world, indeed for the benefit of 
the future of our entire planet.

Global and local
Whatever grouping, alliance, bloc, we 

belong to, we are also neighbours of all the 
countries to our North, South, East and 
West. We have become so interconnected 
and interdependent that we are all neigh-
bours to each other on this planet. Whether 
we like it or not, we are condemned to work 
together to address most of our issues today 
as they have become ‘glocal’: global and lo-
cal. Many initiatives are taken to bring to-
gether like-minded countries, but dialogue 
and negotiation are mostly needed with 
those with whom we least agree.

The United Nations Charter encourag-
es “the existence of regional arrangements 
or agencies for dealing with such matters 
relating to the maintenance of internation-
al peace and security as are appropriate for 
regional action provided that such arrange-
ments or agencies and their activities are 
consistent with the Purposes and Principles 
of the United Nations.”

Issues such as peace and security in the 
Mediterranean, together with the climate 
emergency, Covid-19 and other pandemics, 
migration, contested ownership of energy 
reserves, organized crime, artificial intelli-
gence and automation, trade and develop-
ment cannot be tackled effectively by any 
single country or a small cluster of coun-
tries. We cannot deal with such issues in a 
piecemeal and sporadic manner.

Calling for a Conference on Security and 
Co-operation in the Mediterranean might 
be easily dismissed with the usual argu-
ment that it would be a good idea in an ideal 
world but very naïve to expect that it to be 
possible to call such a conference in the first 
place and then to expect it to yield success-
ful outcomes if it is held. The Mediterranean 

region is full of complex and multi-layered 
realities and even if you take one reality at 
a time it is already difficult to resolve it, let 
alone to dream that you can resolve all the 
issues of the Mediterranean in a big bang 
conference dealing with all issues together.

Even simply calling for dialogue and ne-
gotiation is often denigrated as naïve. If pro-
moting dialogue and negotiations is naïve, 
are military interventions and short-sighted 
regime change where wars are quickly won, 
if at all, without peace and rebuilding being 
secured, the epitome of wisdom?

Common responses weaker
Even the call for a multilateral confer-

ence on the Eastern Mediterranean has so 
far gone unheeded. Simply calling for hos-
tile countries to sit together opens 
you to accusations of sleeping with 
the enemy. The more our common 
challenges need multilateral coop-
eration, the more we have weak-
ened our ability to form common 
responses. We have weakened the 
United Nations, international laws 
and agreements and are setting up alterna-
tive arrangements that often marginalise 
and exclude those we disagree with.

We are often asked to propose innova-
tive diplomacy for the 21st century. Noth-
ing wrong with that, as long as it helps us to 
deal with our challenges effectively. But how 
about a good dose of Basil Liddell Hart’s 
old-fashioned diplomacy in his ‘Advice to 
Statesmen’ 61 years ago:

“Keep strong, if possible. In any case, 
keep cool. Have unlimited patience. Never 
corner an opponent, and always assist him 
to save his face. Put yourself in his shoes – 
so as to see things through his eyes. Avoid 
self-righteousness like the devil – nothing is 
so self-blinding.”

Fernand Braudel says that the Mediter-
ranean speaks with many voices and is not 
so much a single entity as a “complex of 
seas” with each voice and sea having its own 
geography, history and meaning often put-
ting it at odds with its neighbour. Instead of 
working together and looking for a painful 
compromise that will respect the interests of 
all those involved, we choose the easier path 
of distrust and shut out the enemy who then 
hardens his position bringing further con-
flicts and disagreements. We allow our di-
versity: linguistic, religious, ethnic to drive 
us apart instead of learning to live together.

Zero-sum games
How can complex issues such as those 

in the Eastern Mediterranean, the Western 

Balkans, Cyprus, the Middle East, Libya 
… be solved if they continue to be lived as 
zero-sum games? Such conflicts and the ar-
maments industry continue to feed on each 
other as tensions and hostility among neigh-
bours drive the arms trade while diploma-
cy plays only second fiddle. The arms trade 
continued to thrive even during Covid-19 
with some badly hit countries finding mon-
ey to buy arms but not enough funds to sup-
port their health systems and vaccine pro-
gramme.

How can we deal with issues like migra-
tion in a comprehensive manner if we do 
not get both shores of the Mediterranean to 
work much closer together on effective bor-
der management, fighting human traffick-
ing, returning illegal migrants to their coun-

tries, providing shelter for those who qualify 
for asylum and building equal terms of trade 
with African countries to create wealth and 
jobs for those who have to look for them in 
Europe?

We need to overcome our Eurocentrism 
and all colonial hangovers with Africa and 
must learn to think, talk and behave differ-
ently with Africa, looking on Africans as 
equal partners and Africa as a continent of 
opportunities, not just as a continent of wars, 
misery and corruption. Drawing a humble 
lesson of why the US got the Vietnam War 
terribly wrong, Secretary of Defense Rob-
ert McNamara says: “Our mis-judgments of 
friend and foe, alike, reflected our profound 
ignorance of the history, culture, and poli-
tics of the people in the area, and the per-
sonalities and habits of their leaders.”

There is very little regional economic in-
tegration between both shores of the Medi-
terranean. Out of 500 million people living 
in the region, more than 25 million are un-
employed, of whom 8 million are aged 15-
24. The number of young people not in edu-
cation or training has continued to increase. 
Economic growth and inclusive politics are 
necessary if social unrest and failed states 
are not to spread across the region.

Will Covid-19 make Europe look at its 
southern neighbours to invest as part of 
the new global value chain to replace more 
distant suppliers and buyers? Covid-19 has 
particularly damaged this region as tourism 
has been hit very badly. Should it try to re-

cover its 400 million pre-Covid internation-
al tourist arrivals over the next four years 
or leapfrog to a new digital and sustainable 
tourism that safeguards the regions bio-di-
versity, cultural values and is sensitive to lo-
cal communities and better paid and skilled 
jobs?

Our climate emergency
The climate emergency is hitting the 

Mediterranean more than other parts of 
the world as this summer’s wildfires raging 
across the region have shown us very clear-
ly. The Mediterranean is warming up faster 
than the rest of the planet. Unless we address 
this emergency as soon as possible, this soft 
security issue will become a hard security 
threat compounding the region’s geopolit-

ical challenges with natural disas-
ters, water and food shortages, ris-
ing sea levels, uninhabitable areas 
and human migration. Conflicts 
and instability will increase in the 
whole region. If we don’t get to-
gether in a Conference on Security 
and Cooperation in the Mediterra-

nean to deal with all the complex issues of 
the region, can’t we at least organize a sum-
mit to deal with our climate emergency?

The Mediterranean is a gateway to Eu-
rope, Africa and Asia. It is not the first time 
that its death and decline have been greatly 
exaggerated. We are now told that we must 
give more importance to the Indo-Pacific 
as that is where the destiny of our planet is 
being played in this 21st century called the 
century of Asia with the projected domi-
nance of Asian politics and culture if certain 
demographic and economic trends persist. 
But the European Union cannot afford to 
neglect the Mediterranean and Africa as this 
will also be Africa’s century on the basis of 
its population and economic growth that 
will converge with those of Asia by the end 
of the century.

The African Continental Free Trade 
Area (AfCTFA) will connect 1.3 billion peo-
ple across 55 countries, making it the largest 
free trade area in the world. It will happen if 
the necessary policy reforms and trade facil-
itation measures are implemented.

Babies being born now will live in a 
world where there will be 500 million most-
ly middle aged and old people in Europe and 
2.5 billion mostly children and young peo-
ple in Africa. Can the European Union be so 
short-sighted and complacent to abandon 
the Mediterranean and Africa on its south-
ern doorstep to other global and regional 
powers? 

Dreaming with eyes wide open…
A call for a Conference on Security and Co-operation in the Mediterranean
/ By Evarist Bartolo, Minister for Foreign and European Affairs of the Republic of Malta

We allow our diversity: linguistic, 
religious, ethnic to drive us apart 

instead of learning to live together.
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I
t is quickly becoming a cliché to talk 
about the severe drop in economic 
activity during Covid-19. What is 

almost equally remarkable to the scale of 
the 2020 disaster is the speed of recovery 
in most countries and in many sectors of the 
economy. Average GDP growth in the EU is 
likely to be just below 5 per cent. Industry 
and international trade has already recov-
ered to above pre-crisis levels in a number 
of countries. Construction sector is starting 
to show signs of overheating in Hungary, 
Poland or Slovakia.

Swift and decisive policy reaction has 
been the key reason behind this recovery. 
It happened both at the national and the EU 
level. Liquidity support, employment pro-
tection, outright public investment have all 
contributed to the resilience in the face of 
this unprecedented crisis. Increased health 
care spending, especially the vaccine roll-
out was even more important. All this was 
fiscally costly, but ensured that 2020 output 
losses will likely fully recover in 2021 in 
most of the EU countries.

The MDBs and EBRD amongst them 
have also responded rapidly and decisively 
to the coronavirus pandemic in 2020. The 
Bank was the first international financial 
institution to approve a “Solidarity Pack-
age” which was quickly followed by a “Re-
silience Framework” combining additional 
financial resources, streamlined procedures 
and enhanced policy engagement. The Bank 
also intervened with a Vital Infrastructure 
Support Programme to keep vital infra-
structure going. The EBRD delivered on 
its commitments with a record 11 billion 
EUR new investments in 2020 through 411 
projects. Perhaps more importantly, EBRD 
rolled out Rapid Advisory Response frame-
work, streamlining policy support. With 
record-high public support packages being 
rolled out, the question “how” the money is 
spent was often more important than addi-
tional funds injected as a financial support. 
Better policies, improved administrative ca-
pacity or more advanced digitalisation was 
often necessary to ensure public support 
was efficiently and effectively utilised.

The experience of 2020 brings important 
lessons for future shocks as well as import-
ant significance for the recovery effort.

First, we need policy 
margins of manoeuver to 
react to shocks of this kind. 
Public support worked in 
the crisis. Monetary policy 
supported fiscal space, while 
fiscal expansion supported 
price stability mandate of 
the European central banks 
in 2020; the priorities of 
both policy strands were perfectly aligned 
in Europe. The EU-wide instruments, such 
as SURE also contributed to lifting the bud-
get constraints. These stabilising circum-
stances cannot always be taken for granted. 
A number of EBRD countries of operation 
did struggle with sovereign financing, while 
their policy freedom was significantly con-
strained. Lebanon, Tajikistan, Tunisia, and 
more recently Belarus and Montenegro are 
among the economies that saw significant 
increases in the cost of borrowing. Higher 
inflation could break the strategic comple-
mentarity of monetary and fiscal policies; 
we already see central bank rate hikes in 
Central Europe. Future shocks could be 
more country-specific, calling for a different 
setup of the EU financial instruments. This 
also means national public debt cannot keep 
on increasing.

Second, even though recovery looks 
healthy overall, the risk of public invest-
ment being hampered by the efforts to sta-
bilise and reduce excessive public debt is 
high in some countries. We have seen this 
during the previous crisis as the overall lev-
el of public investment remained very low. 
This creates the need for investment incen-
tives – either in the revised fiscal rules, or 

directly through EU-wide instruments. The 
Recovery and Resilience Facility is an im-
portant step in the right direction.

Third, since the recovery is so pro-
nounced in many areas, the post-Covid 
policy action must be far more selective 
than in the early 2020. The risk of overheat-
ing is not theoretical as some sectors are al-
ready overheated: annual Producer Price In-
flation in the EU was already in double-digit 
area in mid-2021. The healthy state of some 
sectors allows us to concentrate the recovery 
effort and put more resources on the Euro-
pean (and indeed, global!) common good. 

Green transition, inclusion and dig-
italisation are the priorities we should 
concentrate on. They constitute the core of 
the EBRD Strategic and Capital Framework. 
They are also, fully in line with the priori-
ties of the EU. Progress on all three grounds 
is urgent and with global consequences. At 
the same time, concentrating on any of the 

three priorities on its own would not suffice. 
Pushing the green agenda, while ignoring 
the social consequences of changed relative 
prices of fuels or water would quickly cre-
ate a political backlash. Ignoring the digital 
revolution would endanger competitiveness 
and make some green solutions unfeasible. 
Finally, putting all the effort locally would 
not be sufficient to address global climate or 

migration challenges. The EBRD 
works in Central and South East-
ern EU countries as well as the 
EU Neighbourhood and Central 
Asia. A multilateral institution 
with a European core plays an 
important role in the delivery of 
projects and EU policy goals. The 
EBRD can be a vector for Euro-
pean priority projects.

Finally, making use of the ample pri-
vate savings has never been more import-
ant. Private sector participation is almost 
a requirement for financial sanity of the 
investment projects. It is a way to multiply 
the financial firepower and truly create a 
push in greening and digitising the Europe-
an economy. It is also a way to make the re-
covery self-sustaining, rather than reliant on 
public funds drip-feed. Fortunately, so far, 
financial sector sustainability does not look 
systemically threatened in Europe. Banks 
remaining in good shape support financial 
intermediation, but further progress on cap-
ital market development will be necessary to 
unlock the true potential and resilience of 
private sector financing.

The multinational development banks 
play a crucial role in addressing the huge 
global challenges we are facing. One ex-
ample: in climate financing alone the MDBs 
raised USD 66 billion in 2020, up from USD 

Beyond the pandemic: opportunity 
for a better tomorrow?
Post epidemic recovery and lessons of 2020 experience for future shocks
/ By Odile Renaud-Basso, President of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD)

61 in 2019. However, to address the Sustain-
able Development Goals by 2030 we need 
to move from “billions to trillions”. This is 
only possible with mobilising the private 
sector: here the EBRD has the ambitious 
goal to achieve a private sector share of 75% 
in its investments by 2025. EBRD applies a 
commercial focus that supports the devel-
opment of sustainable markets by 

complementing, not supplanting, private 
finance. It has an approach of market-based 
pricing, with a strong mandate to crowd 
in private investors by investing alongside 
them on comparable terms and conditions, 
while ensuring no distortion of the market. 
This approach facilitates the mobilisation of 
external financing and is supported by the 
disciplined use of concessional and blended 
finance to make investments in challenging 
environments and to reduce risk. The Bank’s 
policy advice can play an important role in 
helping the state to facilitate private sector 
development, creating a favourable envi-
ronment for businesses and attract private 
investors.

The Covid-19 crisis was special in both 
the scale of economic fallout and in the 
speed of recovery. It would be unwise to 
take too much comfort in the latter. We 
need to ensure we have the tools and pol-
icy space to act when another crisis hits. 
We must not repeat the mistakes of slow, 
“investment-challenged” fiscal stabilisation 
of mid 2010s. Finally, we need a concen-
trated strategic action in green, digital and 
inclusion space. Without private sector par-
ticipation, the progress there will never be 
sufficient. 

We need a concentrated strategic action in 
green, digital and inclusion space. Without 
private sector participation, the progress 

there will never be sufficient.
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W
e will soon be approaching the 
two-year anniversary of the start 
of the coronavirus pandemic. 

This crisis has upended daily life in every 
corner of the world, created a huge healthcare 
challenge and derailed the global economy. 

Lockdowns across European countries 
choked off many businesses’ revenues from 
one day to the next, threatening a liquidity 
crisis.  At the same time, a health crisis was 
straining hospitals and other health care re-
sources. The European Investment Bank, one 
of the largest public finance institutions in the 
world, needed to act to safeguard the Europe-
an economy. 

The most effective way to support busi-
nesses was to make sure they had enough 
cash to wait out lockdowns.  Our largest 
initiative, the €25 billion European Guaran-
tee Fund, was set up to do that. The fund is 
expected to mobilise up to €200 billion in 
financing for small and mid-sized business-
es – the backbone of Europe’s real economy. 
At the end of July 2021, over 80% of the fund 
had been approved.   

We have also invested billions of euros to 
support Covid-19 diagnostics and treatment, 
along with a wide range of other healthcare 
initiatives – which includes €900 million for 
the COVAX initiative that is delivering vac-
cines to poorer countries worldwide.

But we do not just provide finance. Our 
deep technical expertise helps get investment 
projects off the ground. Thanks to a diverse 
team of scientists, engineers and economists, 
we were one of the first financial institutions 
to support experimental research at compa-
nies like Germany’s BioNTech, which creat-
ed one of the leading mRNA vaccines in the 
world. 

I am particularly proud of our BioNTech 
investment. Our relationship with the com-
pany started with a €50 million loan in 2019 
to fund cancer research. We followed this 
with a €100 million loan in June 2020 during 
the development of the Covid-19 vaccine; 
well before anyone else had them on the ra-
dar. These investments illustrate the Bank’s 
ability to channel funding to highly innova-
tive research projects.

The make-or-break decade
But make no mistake:  the most impres-

sive crisis schemes will ultimately be in vain 
if all we try to do is to recreate “business as 
usual”. 

This is why, nearly two years into the 
coronavirus, it’s time to shift gears and to 
figure out how Europe can emerge from the 
crisis stronger. This crisis has provided a 
prime opportunity to rewrite priorities and 
dump out-of-date investing models. This 
means directing more time and money into 
three key areas: climate, innovation and in-
ternational development.  

Climate change is the challenge of our 
time – and we are moving too slowly to 
meet it. We should be racing at full speed. 
This goes for climate mitigation as well as 
adaptation, by the way: the recent floods 
in Central Europe have shown that adapta-
tion must not be the forgotten component 
of climate action. The EIB Group’s support 
for the Covid-19 recovery is framed by our 
commitments to climate action. 

Innovation and new technologies will 
be crucial to “greening” our economies, or 
transforming the way we produce goods and 
use energy. Europe needs about 
€350 billion of extra invest-
ment annually to achieve our 
2030 goals for cutting green-
house gases. The European In-
vestment Bank will play its part 
by mobilising €1 trillion for cli-
mate action and environmental 
sustainability investment by 
2030. 

Weaning our societies off of fossil fuels 
requires structural change. We have made 
some headway. Renewable energy, for ex-
ample, represented 19.7% of all energy con-
sumed in the European Union’s 27 members 
in 2019. That was very close to the 2020 goal 
of 20%, but we still have a long way to go 
to reduce, or eliminate, our dependence on 
fossil fuels. 

Climate also demands that societies rad-
ically rethink how they do business. Invest-
ing in projects with short-term gains, but 
no long-term future because of climate, is a 
waste of money. We need to recognise the 
economic potential of green and sustain-
able development. The International Labour 
Organization estimates that common sense 
green economy policies could create 24 mil-
lion new jobs globally by 2030. 

In China and the United States, job cre-
ation in renewable energy could outpace 
that of the oil and gas industry. Solar ener-
gy rollouts in developing countries are also 
creating opportunities. In Bangladesh, for 
example, the installation of four million so-
lar home systems has created more than 115 
000 jobs.

And this has implications also for us at 
home: A group of countries representing 
half the world’s greenhouse gas emissions 
have adopted net-zero carbon targets. Oth-
ers will surely follow. They will all need 
technologies and investments to meet their 
climate goals. Solutions and products that 
support clean hydrogen, offshore renewable 
energy and energy storage could all become 
vibrant European export sectors. 

Europe is already strong in green inno-
vation. Research for our annual Investment 
Report showed that Europe registered 50% 
more patents in green technologies than the 
United States in 2020. We also registered 76% 
more patents that combined both green and 
digital technologies than the United States, 
and four times more than China. If we can 
build on that lead, we will not only contrib-
ute to the fight against climate change but 
also boost the global competitiveness of the 
European economy for decades to come.

Clock ticking on development
Increasingly, the EIB is being asked to 

extend financial assistance and advice to 
neighbors in Africa, in Eastern Europe, in 
the Mediterranean, in island states and loca-
tions farther away. Many developing coun-
tries lack the daily necessities that modern 
states take for granted, such as clean water 
and electricity in homes. If we ignore these 
problems, we can forget about reaching the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development 
Goals or respecting the climate commit-
ments outlined in the Paris Agreement. It is 
very much in our interest to support devel-
opment. 

The Covid-19 crisis is causing a social 
crisis that could result in or exacerbate in-
stability in many corners of the world. Africa 
alone has lost decades of efforts toward sus-

tainable development, and millions of jobs. 
The pandemic risks pushing an additional 
97 million people into extreme poverty. At 
the same time, the climate emergency is 
advancing at a faster pace, putting the poor 
and vulnerable at the highest risk. The need 
for development finance outside the Euro-
pean Union is more important than ever.

That development needs to be sustain-
able. If Africa’s industrial revolution relies 
on fossil fuels – as we did – the world’s goal 
of limiting temperature rises to 2 degrees 
Celsius will be thwarted. Population growth 
along with massive migration to cities is ex-
pected to lead to a twofold increase in Afri-
ca’s energy demands by 2040.  

Africa needs a leapfrog approach to in-
dustrialisation, relying on new technologies 
and green energy to limit the environmen-
tal impact. Africans need to privilege green 
development not just for our benefit but for 
theirs. Their economies are highly exposed 
to the effects of climate change, such as ex-
treme weather. Climate effects could threat-
en about $1 trillion in African economic 
output – about half of the continent’s total 
gross domestic product. 

We have to be realistic, however. Many 
developing and middle-income countries 
lack the resources to relaunch their econo-
mies in a sustainable and inclusive way. They 
don’t have the deep pockets of the European 
Union with its €672.5 billion Recovery and 
Resilience Facility, or the United States with 
the $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan. 

African countries need our help to re-
build in a sustainable and inclusive way. Do-
nor countries and multilateral, regional and 
development banks should significantly step 
up their support for climate adaptation mea-
sures, improving the continent’s resilience to 
climate change. The recent United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) Adapta-
tion Gap Report estimates that developing 
countries need to spend about $70 billion, 
or approximately €59 billion, in climate ad-
aptation right now. That figure is expected 
to rise to $140 billion-$300 billion (€118 bil-
lion-€253 billion) by 2030 and to $280 bil-
lion-$500 billion (€236 billion-€422 billion) 
by 2050. 

The cost of preparing for climate change 
is enormous, and developing countries need 
our help to raise the funds.

Mobilising society 
While the energy transition will create 

enormous opportunity, it will also create 
hardships. The Covid-19 recovery and the 
transition toward a net-zero carbon econo-
my will upend parts of the economy, caus-
ing job losses in certain sectors and putting 
pressure on some communities. We must 
create new careers in sustainable and inclu-
sive industries. The energy transition must 
be just. It cannot come at the expense of the 
poorest or weakest. 

To meet the challenge of 
climate change, we must mo-
bilise all parts of society – and 
that means the private sector 
as well. The private sector has 
its own trials. The pandemic 
has weighed heavily on invest-
ment in Europe. Our Invest-
ment Report showed that 45% 
of EU firms planned to cut or 

delay their investment plans in 2020 because 
of the pandemic. Europe cannot afford an-
other decade of low investment like the one 
we saw after the financial crisis of 2008. We 
need to act now, and we need to find ways 
to help companies to increase sustainable 
investment activities.

The 16th edition of the Bled Strategic 
Forum in Slovenia is a perfect opportunity 
to talk how to do that. The forum brings 
together leaders and industry experts with 
a wide range of knowledge from the private 
and public sectors to exchange views and 
to seek answers to our biggest challenges. 
We need more forums like this, more ideas, 
more open minds, more willingness to work 
together on local and international levels. 

The European Investment Bank is ready 
to work with many new partners: not just 
to offer financial support, but to also serve 
as an incubator of ideas for better societ-
ies and a healthier environment. We are a 
crowding-in institution. This means that 
our financing aims to attract other inves-
tors by lowering project risks. Every project 
financed by the EIB must pass a strict test 
to be sure it adds value to the economy and 
society.

Europe will only emerge stronger from 
the crisis if we work together to ensure that 
every recovery euro spent protects not just 
the climate, but society as a whole. We need 
this crisis to be a catalyst for change – the 
kind of change that forges a new civilisation, 
one in harmony with its environment. 

A green and lasting  
recovery from Covid-19
Paving the way towards a climate-neutral society
/ By Werner Hoyer, President of the European Investment Bank (EIB)

The European Investment Bank is ready to 
work with many new partners: not just to 

offer financial support, but to also serve as 
an incubator of ideas for better societies and 

a healthier environment. 
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The Conference on the Future of Europe 
is the ideal forum for this endeavour. The 
European institutions and member states 
will reach out to citizens from all walks of 
life and organise citizens’ panels to get them 
involved in their own future, it will gather 
representatives from all levels of governance 
to work together on an improved version of 
our European project. 

I strongly believe that this innovative 
democratic exercise, complementary to 
our parliamentary democracy, will reinject 
the legitimacy and a sense of belonging to 
the EU that  is needed these days. Need-
less to say, the Conference’s success will be 
conditional on translating citizens’ recom-
mendations into concrete action. For this, 
we have the commitment of all European 
institutions and all member states, and the 
European Parliament will make sure to hold 
all stakeholders to their words. In addition, 
the Conference could be a starting point to 
explore more regular citizens’ consultation 
mechanisms that have proven very useful. 

2. Defend democracy against attacks  
Democracy is not a given. It must be pro-

tected, strengthened, developed and legiti-
mized, especially in times of crisis in which 
it is particularly vulnerable, as we have wit-
nessed. Authoritarian regimes have tried to 
take advantage of the pandemic, to under-
mine the foundations of our system, oppress 
political opponents, curtail media freedoms 
and make people believe that democracies 
are ineffective and useless. Even democratic 
systems considered very strong and stable 
are not immune to such attacks, as the as-
sault on the US Capitol in the beginning of 

this year has shown. And 
while it is reassuring to 
see the resilience of the US 
system, these events must 
be a warning to democrats 
all over the world. 

We must not stand idle 
when our values are under 

threat. We must rise against the authoritari-
an lure and prove that representative democ-
racy is the best guarantee for safeguarding 
our individual and collective freedoms, our 
dignity, the common good, peace, security, 
social progress and economic well-being. 

For this, it is crucial to lead by example, 
to live up to our values and defend them 
wherever they are under attack, especially 
within our Union. We must also intensify 
our efforts to fight misinformation, hate 
speech, and election interference, all of 
which pose a serious threat to our 
democracies. 

Above all, we must put peo-
ple and their needs first in order 
to prove that democracy, indeed, 
works for the many and not just 
the few, especially in times of crisis.  

3. Work towards a fairer 
and more sustainable model of 
development

Inequalities risk fuelling distrust in our 
institutions. In order to strengthen trust in 
our democratic system, it is therefore cru-
cial to fight for a fairer society, in which all 
women, men and children can live a decent 
and healthy life. In today’s world, this inev-
itably goes hand in hand with fighting cli-
mate change. Both are two sides of the same 
coin and have to be addressed together. 

We therefore have to put an end to the 
endless growth paradigm that has domi-
nated our societies for too long. The notion 
that our planet was destined for unlimited 
expansion and that the world has infinite re-
sources is long outdated - but the pandemic 
has made this even clearer. It has exposed 

the costs of this ideology, hitting especially 
hard the most vulnerable in our societies: 
the elderly, the isolated, women, young peo-
ple and people with disabilities. Due to the 
Covid-19 crisis, existing inequalities have 
been drastically widened, not only within 
Member States, but also between Member 
States, revealing the potential for discord 
between the North and South, and East and 
West, with sharply differing economic reali-
ties, expectations and sensibilities. 

The economic recovery gives us the 
chance to bridge these disparities. We must 
use the lever of the enormous economic 
resources that the EU will make available 
through the 750-billion-Euro Recovery 
Fund and the Multiannual Financial Frame-
work not to go back to the past but to em-
bark on a new path towards a fairer and 
more sustainable model of development.

4. Join forces for a more effective 
democracy

If the pandemic has shown one thing, 
it is certainly that we have to stand togeth-
er to tackle challenges that are inherently 
cross-border and will become more and 
more so in the future. When we acted to-
gether, we were strong. The best examples 
are our recovery package that will support 
our citizens and economies to deal with the 
consequences of the pandemic and our joint 
vaccination campaign that prevented “vac-
cine nationalism”. 

On the other hand, the difficulties that 
we encountered on the way mostly stemmed 
from an intergovernmental method of deci-
sion-making that can never banish the temp-
tation to put national interests ahead of the 

community interest. It is an eternal truth, as 
Jacques Delors said, that ‘lack of solidarity is 
a mortal danger for Europe’ - and, one might 
add, a serious threat for democracy. 

To prove the effectiveness of democracy 
in the 21st century, we need to work togeth-
er not only against the virus, but equally so 
when it comes to climate change, security, 
tax evasion or immigration. When we start 
over, we must do it with an even stronger 
spirit of solidarity. 

5. Improving the democratic toolbox 
of our Union

If we accept that only together can we 
tackle the challenges ahead of us, and that 
Europe is the right level of governance to 
address them, we must give the means to 
our institutions to offer comprehensive an-
swers to our citizens. We have to strengthen 

our democratic toolbox in order to 
build a more resilient Europe. 

One of the most striking exam-
ples is the right of veto in the Eu-
ropean decision-making process 
- an anachronism that stands in the 
way of rapid decision-making, as 
this crisis and the need for timely 
measures has demonstrated. The 

lack of competences in the health sector is 
another example. We cannot be satisfied 
with putting out fires in such an emergen-
cy. Instead, the Union needs to be equipped 
with the necessary competences to establish 
a true European health policy. Last but not 
least: in order for Parliament to better exer-
cise its role, I believe it is pivotal to grant it 
a direct right of initiative to ensure an even 
more direct influence on the legislative pro-
cess. 

If all these reflections and those of our 
citizens involve an update of the Treaties, 
we must be courageous. We cannot afford to 
have taboos. There is no better time to make 
bold decisions for the good of our citizens 
and the future of our Union. 

We must put people and their needs 
first in order to prove that democracy, 

indeed, works for the many and not just 
the few, especially in times of crisis.  

Democracy is not a given. It must be 
protected, strengthened, developed 

and legitimized.
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In the coming months, policy-makers 
will also need to decide on the right timing 
and pace for withdrawing support. Support 
measures should not be lifted prematurely at 
the risk of hurting the ongoing recovery, but 
at the same time an excessive debt build-up 
must be avoided: it is a delicate balance of 
risks that needs to be found for each mem-
ber state.

In particular, measures to facilitate fi-
nancing of companies should not be with-
drawn abruptly. Instead, they should be-
come more targeted and complemented 

with private sector initiatives to direct cap-
ital towards sectors and companies with the 
highest growth potential, to enable the nec-
essary restructuring of the economy. 

Deeper European integration needed
The pandemic has shown once again that 

EU countries are stronger when they act to-
gether and that further integration will be 
necessary to strengthen cohesion in the euro 
area and to make it more resilient. 

One additional step with which Euro-
pean integration will be deepened further 
next year is the broadening of the ESM’s 
mandate. Once the amended ESM Treaty is 
ratified, the ESM will act as a common back-
stop to the Single Resolution Fund. This is 
an important move towards the completion 
of banking union, adding firepower and 
credibility to the bank resolution regime in 
Europe.

In addition, the reform gives the ESM a 
stronger role in future economic adjustment 
programmes and reinforces crisis preven-
tion in the euro area. In collaboration with 
the European Commission, the ESM will 
design, negotiate and monitor future assis-
tance programmes.  

While these are very welcome develop-
ments, more steps are needed to make the 
euro area more robust and less vulnerable 
to future shocks: Banking union should be 
completed, which requires better cross bor-
der integration, a comprehensive crisis man-
agement framework, a common deposit in-
surance and an agreement on the regulatory 
treatment of sovereign exposures; capital 
markets union (CMU) should see real prog-
ress in order to diversify sources of financing 
for the economy, increase cross-border cap-
ital flows and reduce market fragmentation; 

the fiscal surveillance frame-
work needs to be reformed to 
become more credible. And 
this should be complemented 
by a macro-economic stabili-
sation facility to equip the euro 
area with extra fiscal space 
when countries are facing tem-
porary strain. 

European and international institutions, 
as well as many economists, support these 
measures but they remain politically sen-
sitive. They would not only make the euro 
area more resilient in a future crisis but also 
promote the international role of the euro.

In sum, Europe responded well to the 
economic consequences of Covid-19. The 
NGEU programme will certainly boost 
the economic recovery in Europe, poten-
tially even leading to a higher growth path 
than before the pandemic. Measures taken 
during the last 1 ½ years have made Eu-
rope more credible for market participants 
around the world. When the health crisis is 
over and the recovery fully established, debt 
sustainability concerns need to be taken into 
consideration once again. At the same time, 
we should also continue to strive for deeper 
economic ties among member states, par-
ticularly in the euro area, in order to reap 
the full benefits of our single market and the 
single currency, thus reinforcing our credi-
bility on the world stage. 

Deeper integration, greater strength 
The post-pandemic recovery in the euro area: further integration will be necessary to  
strengthen cohesion in the euro area and to make it more resilient
/ By Klaus Regling, Managing Director, European Stability Mechanism (ESM)

to make the economic recovery as lasting 
and as sustainable as possible to improve the 
resilience of the economy to future shocks. 

Concretely, the RRF targets mostly the 
supply-side of the economy and aims to im-
prove long-term growth with a combination 
of investments and reforms. Country-spe-
cific recommendations provide guidance 
for national reforms. The principal aim is 
to reduce carbon emissions sustainably and 
to boost digitalisation, while training work-
ers would complement product and labour 
market reforms to increase competitiveness. 

Overall, the EU has de-
ployed a broad range of 
measures to encourage 
sustainable growth. These 
measures were designed to 
benefit, in particular, the 
countries most affected by 
the pandemic. This not only 
represented an unprecedent-
ed degree of solidarity in Europe, it also 
protects the single market and will prevent 
greater divergences in the euro area, which 
is in the interest of all.

The euro area recovery is on the right 
track and the comprehensive EU and na-
tional economic policy responses to the 
pandemic remain adequate, as national 
governments have extended their fiscal 
measures and have pledged to keep them 
in place if the economy does not recover as 
swiftly as expected. 

With the right fiscal and monetary strat-
egy, euro area countries should be able to 
prevent permanent economic damage and 
catch-up with their pre-pandemic growth 
trend already in 2022. Well-implemented re-
covery plans have the potential to boost eco-
nomic growth even beyond pre-pandemic 
trends.  With the right implementation, the 
recovery plans will not only mitigate the 
asymmetric consequences of the pandemic 
in the euro area but could also yield posi-
tive supply-side effects in the medium-term. 
To maximise these benefits, many countries 
need to improve their absorption capacity 
for funding significantly, which will be chal-
lenging.

Support measures should not be lifted 
prematurely at the risk of hurting the ongoing 

recovery, but at the same time an excessive 
debt build-up must be avoided

A
s vaccination campaigns are be-
ing rolled out across Europe and 
business is picking up again after 

months of lockdowns, policymakers can 
focus on how to adapt support for the eco-
nomic recovery, even though uncertainty 
continues with the emergence of new vari-
ants. To sustain the growth momentum, 
much will depend on a smooth transition 
from short-term emergency support mea-
sures to long-term support, in particular via 
the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) 
under the Next Generation EU programme 
(NGEU). 

The ESM as part of a comprehensive 
EU response

During the pandemic, swift and exten-
sive government support measures were im-
mediately complemented by a European fis-
cal safety net of €540 billion. As part of this 
effort, the ESM continues to offer all euro 
area countries a precautionary credit line of 
up to two percent of their GDP until the end 
of 2022 to cover direct and indirect health-
care costs related to the pandemic. This 
ESM support for countries complements 
measures for companies provided by the Eu-
ropean Investment Bank and aid for workers 
by the European Commission. At the same 
time, the ECB debt-purchasing programme 
(PEPP) continues to stabilise markets since 
the early days of this pandemic.

All these measures were aimed at clos-
ing the economic and financial gap caused 
by this crisis through temporary, targeted 
measures. Combined, initiatives taken by all 
27 national governments (including discre-
tionary fiscal actions, automatic stabilisers, 
government-backed guarantees) and Eu-
ropean institutions (ECB, European Com-
mission, EIB and ESM) totalled around €5 
trillion in 2020.

Fostering sustainable growth
The €750 billion NGEU programme was 

launched in a second phase to move beyond 
the emergency measures and to make the 
EU greener and more digital in the long-
term. Under the NGEU, the RRF is designed 
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T
he Covid-19 pandemic has hit 
global tourism hard. Indeed, since 
it is built on mobility and per-

son-to-person interactions, tourism has 
been among the hardest hit of all the major 
economic sectors. According to UNWTO’s 
own data, destinations across Europe wel-
comed some 220 million fewer international 
arrivals in 2020, and the crisis has carried 
over into a second year as many communi-
ties struggle to cope with the costs of a sec-
ond ‘lost summer’. 

To be sure, tourism will return. The sec-
tor is highly resilient, due in no small part 
to its ability to adapt to new challenges as 
well as the enduring desire to travel, explore 
and enjoy new experiences. After more than 
a year staying home, there is significant pen-
tup demand for travel, both domestic and 
international. With regards to the latter, 
however, several obstacles stand in the way 
of our sector’s restart. 

The challenges of today and the 
opportunities of tomorrow 

Among the biggest challenges facing 
tourism right now is ongoing confusion 
around the constantly changing travel pro-
tocols and restrictions. With different des-
tinations, including within Europe, impos-
ing varied rules on testing, quarantine for 
arrivals or vaccination status, confidence in 
international travel remains low. The key to 
restoring trust in travel and making tourists 
feel safe again lies in greater coordination 
and clearer, more consistent leadership. The 
EU Digital Covid Certificate is an example 
of the kind of joined-up thinking that we 
need to get the world moving again, safely 
and responsibly. However, this approach 
needs to be embraced on a greater scale, and 
with greater urgency. Many millions of jobs 
and businesses, across Europe and also in 
developing countries where tourism is often 
a true lifeline, are depending on it. 

Alongside addressing the immediate 
challenges standing in the way of tourism’s 
restart, we must also look to the future. The 
pause in international travel caused by the 
pandemic has presented us with a unique 

opportunity to think about the kind of sec-
tor we want to build, and to realign both po-
litical policies and business models in line 
with this. This is a chance to build a tour-
ism that works for everyone, a sector that is 
more sustainable, more inclusive and more 
resilient. 

Embracing the power of innovation 
Again, coordination will be key to 

achieving this ambitious goal. Under the EU 
Presidency of Slovenia, Europe has a chance 
to advance and accelerate moves towards 
the digital transformation of tourism. And 
it is a chance that must be seized. Embracing 
innovation and ever-evolving technology 
will bring a number of far-reaching bene-
fits. For instance, data management tools, 
including those provided by UNWTO and 
our partners, allow destinations to 
better monitor and manage their 
tourism flows. This in turn will 
allow them to ease the pressure 
on the most-popular destinations, 
promoting instead new sites and 
locations and ensuring the social 
and economic benefits that only 
our sector can deliver are enjoyed 
as widely and fairly as possible. 

Similarly, greater use of innovation and 
technology will play a vital role in the green 
transformation of tourism. Work to achieve 
the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development has been slowed, and 
in some cases placed completely on hold, as 
a result of the pandemic. Now is the time 
to get back on track. Sustainability must no 
longer be seen as a niche part of the wider 
tourism sector but instead should be a key 
consideration in everything we do, from 
tourism transport and accommodation to 
resource consumption and waste produc-
tion. Both the public and private sectors 
have a part to play here, and again, I am con-
fident that the Slovenian presidency of the 
Council of the European Union will focus 
on aligning tourism management models 
towards greater sustainability. 

Investing in tourism’s future 
But the shift towards greater sustainabili-

ty and resilience will require targeted invest-
ment, both in tourism’s infrastructure and in 
what we may see as the sector’s greater asset 
– people. 

While levels of overall foreign direct in-
vestment (FDI) fell by 35% in 2020, with-
in the tourism sector, levels plummeted 
by around 73%. This has placed projects 
around the world on hold, not only work on 
hotels and attractions but also on vital infra-
structure initiatives where the benefits will 
be felt far outside of the tourism sector itself. 
Significantly, falling investment levels have 
also pressed pause on projects designed to 
make tourism more sustainable. Building 
investment back up to pre-pandemic lev-
els and beyond is essential if we are to get 

global tourism and its contributions to the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
back on track. The crisis has shown the need 
for all destinations to better adapt to new 
opportunities and trends. These include the 
need for renewable energy, smart buildings 
and the circular economy, among other op-
portunities. Not only will this help make the 
sector more sustainable, it will also make it 
more resilient and better able to cope with 
crises including both pandemics and ex-
treme weather events.

Alongside investing in tourism’s green 
future, now is also the time to invest in tour-
ism workers, including both the sector’s ex-
isting workforce and also the professionals 
of tomorrow. Online learning, such as the 
courses offered through the UNWTO Tour-
ism Online Academy, can help widen access 
to employment in the sector. They can also 
help bridge the gap between the needs of em-
ployers and the skills and knowledge of work-

ers. Above all, online learning can play an 
important role in youth empowerment, one 
of UNWTO’s priorities for the years ahead, 
as reflected in our work to identify the best 
new talent through the UNWTO Students 
League and the forthcoming Global Youth 
Tourism Summit. Just as with the Young Bled 
Strategic Forum initiative, the wider tourism 
sector must realize the potential of global 
youth. Tourism has constantly evolved, and 
only through embracing new ideas, new voic-
es and new leaders can we effectively recover 
from the worst crisis the history of our sector 
and build back better. While we can be con-
fident that tourism will indeed bounce back, 
making firm predictions on when or at what 
rate this will happen, remains unwise, espe-
cially since the pandemic is far from over. 
What we can be pretty sure about, however, is 

that the tourism of tomorrow will 
be more diverse. In the years lead-
ing up to the pandemic, we had 
seen a growing interest in authen-
tic and unique travel experiences. 
As the world opens up again, this 
trend is set to accelerate. The tour-
ists of tomorrow will be more con-
scious of their actions, and even 

more determined to get to know a location, 
its traditions and its people. Destinations that 
can offer this will thrive. This means pro-
tecting and promoting unique cultural and 
natural heritage, as exemplified by UNWTO 
Ambassador Ana Roš, who has shown the 
power of gastronomy tourism to create jobs 
and support rural development. 

Over the past decades, tourism has be-
come firmly established as a pillar of eco-
nomic wellbeing and social opportunity, 
both in Europe and worldwide. It has also 
been rightly recognized as an essential pillar 
of development; the sector has the ability to 
contribute to most, if not all, of the Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs), our col-
lective ambitions for a better and more just 
world for all. Now, as the sector gets ready 
to restart, we have a chance to finally realize 
tourism’s unrivalled potential to help build 
a better future, for people and for planet. 

Among the biggest challenges facing 
tourism right now is ongoing confusion 
around the constantly changing travel 

protocols and restrictions. 

Revive and thrive
Impact of Covid-19 on tourism and opportunities for embracing innovation
/ By Zurab Pololikashvili, Secretary-General, World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) 
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The Three Seas Initiative and its 
fundaments

The Three Seas Initiative was launched 
in 2015 by the presidents of Poland and 
Croatia. It consists of 12 states that joined 
efforts to create a better transport, energy 
and digital connectivity in the Adriatic, Bal-
tic and Black Sea regions. What unites the 
members of the Initiative is, 
above all, a common history. 
As part of the Soviet commu-
nist bloc, the Three Seas coun-
tries, separated from the rest of 
the continent by the Iron Cur-
tain, had no chance of normal 
socio-economic development. Only the po-
litical transformation, started in Poland in 
1989 allowed for a change in this situation. 
The driving force was the pursuit of reunifi-
cation with Western Europe. Billions of eu-
ros from the European Union budget have 
been allocated to road, rail and energy in-
vestments, which improved communication 
on the East-West axis and contributed to the 
economic success of our region. However, 
while a lot has been achieved, the infrastruc-
tural connections between the countries of 
our region remain insufficient, especially 
on the North-South axis. Investment needs 
in transport, energy and digital infrastruc-
ture in the Three Seas region are estimated 
at EUR 0.6 trillion to 1.1 trillion. This se-
verely limits the possibility of using our full 
potential. Therefore, joint efforts to develop 
infrastructure have become the main goal of 
cooperation under the Three Seas Initiative.

The Three Seas project is fully compat-
ible with the EU’s priorities, as it respects 
democratic values and narrows the devel-
opment gap within the Union. The initia-
tive brings the participating countries even 
closer to the implementation of EU policies, 
in particular those related to climate chal-
lenges and digital agenda. The Three Seas 
states also aspire to enhance Transatlantic 
ties because they believe the US engage-
ment in Europe is key to ensure stability in 
the region. This stability can be achieved, 
for instance, by the US support to diversi-
fy and transform energy supply sources and 
to enhance digital capabilities in Central 
and Eastern Europe, which are both critical 
to the region’s security and prosperity. The 
collaboration between the Three Seas and 
the US enjoys bipartisan support in the US 
Congress and has been backed by both D. 
Trump and J. Biden.

The Three Seas states pursue their goals 
in close collaboration with other countries. 
The United States, Germany and the Eu-
ropean Commission are strategic partners 
of the Initiative. Others, including Greece, 
United Kingdom, Japan and France are also 
looking for the ways to work with us close-

Enhancing Europe’s connectivity
How the Three Seas Initiative can contribute to the integration of the continent  
and promote new technologies
/ By Paweł Jabłoński, Undersecretary of State, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Poland 

ly. It is particularly important for us to build 
infrastructural connections with our closest 
neighbours,  including Ukraine, Moldova 
as well as the Western Balkans, the region 
without which achieving full connectivity 
in Central and Eastern Europe is impossi-
ble. We believe that our Slovenian partners 
made the right choice to focus on the West-

ern Balkans and their role in the EU during 
the time of the Slovenian Presidency of the 
Council of the EU. The closer the Western 
Balkans are to the EU, the easier it will be to 
strengthen their cooperation with the Three 
Seas Initiative.

Engaging private capital
The infrastructure gap in the Three Seas 

region is substantial. The main sources of 
project financing are EU and national funds, 
as well as loans from international financial 
institutions. But there is more to it. At the 
Bucharest summit in 2018, the leaders of the 
Three Seas states decided to establish the 
Three Seas Initiative Investment Fund, with 
a goal to attract private capital. The fund 
operates on a commercial basis, looking for 
bankable projects that will grant a diversi-
fied investment and an attractive return to 
the investors. Nine member states have al-
ready announced their contribution to the 
fund, and we hope the others will follow 
soon. The US has also declared its financial 
support and is in the process of agreeing the 
terms of cooperation with the Fund. But 
it has to be stressed that despite the finan-
cial participation from member states, the 
Fund is managed independently by Amber 
Infrastructure Group, whose decisions are 
free from political influence. The fund has 
already made three ambitious investments, 
one in each pillar (transport, energy and 
digitalisation), and is ready for more.

Flexible platform that responds to 
the challenges of the future

Although the priority of the Three Seas 
Initiative remains the development of trans-
port, energy and digital infrastructure in our 
region, at the same time we must be flexible 
and open to new challenges, adapting our 
cooperation to rapidly changing needs. For 

example, our energy coopera-
tion so far has focused on the 
diversification of gas supplies 
to our region. This is still a very 
important task, but today we 
know that we also need to look 
for new, zero-emission ener-

gy sources that will allow us to achieve our 
climate goals. Similarly, in other fields we 
should also look for opportunities to build 
new, flexible, regional platforms – a sort of 
marketplaces for the best ideas, technolo-
gies and solutions from our region. Here are 
some proposals that we bring to the table.

Polish ideas for further collaboration 
within the Three Seas

Firstly, hydrogen. The development of 
energy infrastructure is one of the main 
objectives of the Three Seas. So far, as men-
tioned before, we have focused on expand-
ing LNG terminals, alternative gas pipelines 
and interconnectors. However, in addition 
to that, we should contribute to a greener 
Europe and one of the ways is to generate 
new cross-border projects in the field of 
production, distribution and use of green 
hydrogen. Such projects will be fully in line 
with EU policies, especially with the Euro-
pean Green Deal. Companies from our re-
gion can definitely find their niche in this 
field and bring innovative solution that can 
be used on a global scale. Moreover, devel-
opment of green energy in the Three Seas 
region will be attractive to US partners, as 
Biden’s administration considers climate 
protection a priority.

Secondly, unmanned air vehicles or 
drones. Poland has proposed a project called 
“Central European Drone Demonstrator”, 
whose aim is to set up an environment en-
abling safe integration of drones into the 
airspace and the economy. This proposal is 
based on a technological solution owned by 
the Polish Air Navigation Services Agency. It 
allows other partners to join and to use a full 
potential of this new and extremely prom-
ising sector of the economy, the “U-space”. 
This project remains open to all Three Seas 
countries.

Thirdly, cybersecurity, which is crucial 
for every infrastructure project that involves 
smart solutions. Ensuring cybersecurity is 
necessary even when it comes to building 
modern transport and energy infrastruc-
ture, as it may be subject to hostile cyber 
activity. This is why we believe that effi-
cient and advanced protection technology 
is a precondition to build an interconnected 
Three Seas region.

When speaking of cybersecurity, digital 
cooperation cannot go unmentioned. “The 
Three Seas Smart Connectivity” presented 
by Estonia during the 3SI Tallinn Summit 
last year is definitely something we should 
follow. Connecting our energy and trans-
port infrastructure with digital platforms 
and services is absolutely crucial for our 
region to be able to successfully compete in 
the global arena. Poland fully supports the 
concept of transforming the Three Seas re-
gion into a global hotspot for smart mobility 
and energy innovation, as well as a provider 
of intelligent solutions on a global scale. 

These and other flexible platforms 
would demonstrate the most innovative 
technologies our companies have to offer, 
be it drones, cyber security or technology 
solutions for transport, logistics, energy 
and financial sectors. We hope they would 
also help us showcase the technological ex-
cellence we achieved and allow us build the 
perception of the region as a technological 
powerhouse. I am convinced that each of the 
countries in our region has more innovative 
ideas and technological solutions in which 
we could invest together to strengthen our 
combined regional potential. 

The closer the Western Balkans are to the 
EU, the easier it will be to strengthen their 
cooperation with the Three Seas Initiative.
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Transatlantic partnership:  
leading together 
Renewing our commitment to our values and to the Transatlantic relationship
/ By Maureen Cormack, Acting Assistant Secretary of the Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, United States Department of State

A
s nations around the world mourn 
the tragic loss of life and contin-
ue to cope with the devastating 

personal, societal, and economic effects of 
Covid-19, it is important to take this mo-
ment to reflect on our recent history, assess 
who we are, and determine our future.  As 
a leading platform for global strategic dia-
logue, the Bled Strategic Forum offers us the 
opportunity to discuss these and other de-
fining issues of our time. 

This year marks the 30th 
anniversary of the dissolution 
of the USSR, which followed 
two years after the citizens of 
Central and Eastern Europe in 
1989 peacefully escaped So-
viet oppression.  An historic 
and celebratory era followed, 
as these countries and their 
citizens embraced their in-
dependence with newfound 
hope and renewed appreciation for the 
importance of democratic governance, the 
protection of human rights, civic action, 
and fundamental freedoms.  However, de-
cades of stifling communist tyranny and 
deprivation created obstacles to reform 
and progress for newly sovereign nations as 
they navigated their paths out from behind 
the Iron Curtain.  The United States stood 
shoulder to shoulder with these countries, 
expanding and strengthening the Trans-
atlantic Alliance through aid, investment, 
security cooperation, and people-to-people 
ties.  Perseverance and partnerships led to 

tremendous democratic, economic, and se-
curity progress.  The benefits of democracy 
and the Transatlantic partnership are unde-
niable, and the United States continues to 
work to strengthen our relations with Allies 
and partners in Europe.  

Yet, Russia seeks to undermine the prog-
ress all have made.  It spreads disinformation 
in order to rewrite this historical success 
story, obscuring the Soviet regime’s crimes 
and despotism, denying the sacrifices of 

many in the struggle for freedom, and deni-
grating the benefits of the Western alliances.  
Russia has flouted international agreements 
and acted with impunity as it has denied its 
actions and intentions on many fronts in-
cluding its attempted annexation of Crimea 
and aggression in Eastern Ukraine.

In addition, we see a strategic competi-
tion in ideology.  Disinformation campaigns 
and election interference efforts by the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC) and Russia are 
attempts to undermine democratic institu-
tions.  Our way of life is under threat.     

Against this backdrop, it is imperative 
that we renew our commitment to our val-
ues and to the Transatlantic relationship.  At 
the heart of our relationship are our shared 
democratic values to protect human rights, 
strengthen the rule of law, secure free and 
fair elections, support freedom of the press, 
root out corruption, protect a robust civ-
il society, and ensure our governments are 
responsive to the will and needs of our peo-
ples.  This is who we are.

The United States is ris-
ing to this critical challenge.  
Throughout June, President 
Biden met with European lead-
ers to actively renew ties with 
our Allies and partners.  Pres-
ident Biden’s engagements un-
derscore the US commitment 
to revitalize and raise the level 
of ambition in our relation-
ships with Europe. 

During the NATO summit, Allies agreed 
on an ambitious NATO 2030 agenda to 
adapt the Alliance to the threats of today 
and tomorrow, and to increase funding, as 
needed.   Active security and defense coop-
eration will contribute to the recovery of our 
connected economies.

And at the US-EU summit, Presidents 
Biden, von  der  Leyen, and Michel  under-
scored a commitment to rejuvenate and 
expand the US-EU relationship.  The estab-
lishment of a Trade and Technology Coun-
cil (TTC) kickstarts a positive US-EU eco-
nomic agenda that will further grow our 

trade and investment relationship and shape 
the future of the world economy.   

We believe the  TTC  can demonstrate 
how democratic approaches to trade, tech-
nology, and innovation can improve the 
lives of our citizens and counter authoritari-
an influence in the digital realm.  The Sum-
mit reaffirmed our commitment to the US-
EU Energy Council, created a High-Level 
Action Group on the climate crisis, and set 
the stage for a Transatlantic Green Technol-
ogy Alliance that will foster cooperation on 
the development and deployment of green 
technologies, as well as promote markets to 
scale such technologies. 

The G7, NATO, and US-EU summits 
highlighted the concern among the world’s 
democracies about the PRC. The G7 com-
muniqué explicitly mentions the PRC re-
garding Covid-19 origins, protection of 
human rights, and a free and open Indo-Pa-
cific region.  Member states agreed to revise 
NATO’s Strategic Concept to include anal-
ysis on the PRC.  In the US-EU Summit 
joint statement, the United States and the 
EU espoused a “multifaceted” approach to 
the PRC, which includes elements of “coop-
eration, competition, and systemic rivalry,” 
explicitly mentioning human rights issues in 
Hong Kong and Xinjiang and peace in the 
Taiwan Strait.  These actions demonstrate 
our commitment to imposing additional 
costs on the PRC for engaging in cruel and 
inhumane forced labor practices and en-
suring that Beijing plays by the rules of fair 
trade as part of the rules-based international 
order. 

The benefits of democracy and the 
Transatlantic partnership are undeniable, 
and the United States continues to work 

to strengthen our relations with Allies and 
partners in Europe.  
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We believe the TTC can demonstrate how 
democratic approaches to trade, technology, 
and innovation can improve the lives of our 
citizens and counter authoritarian influence 

in the digital realm.  

We do this because we believe – and his-
tory has shown – that when democracies 
work together they can tackle the toughest 
challenges and secure our future; the United 
States is committed to leading with strength, 
defending our values, and delivering for our 
people.  

But we all recognize that we stand at an 
“inflection point” where democracies and 
the values that underpin them are under 
pressure in Europe and in other parts of the 
world.  

We are deeply concerned 
about recent developments 
that have eroded space for the 
media and civil society, cur-
tailed the exercise of human 
rights and fundamental free-
doms of LGBTQI+ persons, 
hindered restitution efforts, 
and undermined judicial in-
dependence.  We must not backtrack on 
the progress we have made over the past 
30 years.  We urge governments to demon-
strate, both in words and actions, their com-
mitment to these values that have delivered 
so much for our peoples.

But most urgently, we are working to 
protect our peoples and secure a global eco-
nomic recovery.

The United States has already donat-
ed and shipped more than 110 million 
Covid-19 vaccine doses that are saving lives 
in more than 60 countries around the world.  
This is in addition to the personal protec-
tive equipment, diagnostics, therapeutics 
and oxygen, cold-chain support, and other 
aid we have provided to support the inter-
national response.  And this is just the be-
ginning of our efforts to provide vaccines 
to the world.  In addition to making dos-
es available from the US domestic supply, 

President Biden announced in June that the 
United States will provide 500 million Pfizer 
doses to Gavi for distribution via COVAX 
to 92 low- and middle-income economies 
and eight additional African Union coun-
tries.  Further, the United States, through 
the US International Development Finance 
Corporation (DFC), continues to invest in 
efforts to expand production capacity for 
safe and effective vaccines in regions across 
the globe, including in Africa, and through 

the Quad partnership.  We are working with 
our partners and Allies to improve pandem-
ic surveillance and detection, and to support 
vaccine readiness within countries.  We be-
lieve these measures will not only bring this 
pandemic to a quicker end, but advance 
global health security to prevent future pan-
demics.  We are taking these actions with 
the singular objective of saving lives and 
bringing an end to the acute suffering this 
pandemic has caused.

As we look toward the future, Presi-
dent Biden has sent a clear message to the 
world:  the United States seeks to revitalize 
and raise the level of ambition in our rela-
tionships with our Allies and partners to 
meet the challenges of our time.  Raising 
the level of ambition means broadening and 
strengthening our cooperation on shared 
concerns and challenges, especially with our 
European partners, knowing this is the time 

to think big.  What we do in the next year, 
what we do now, will set the course for our 
next 30 years, so it is imperative we seize the 
moment.  

As we emerge from the pandemic, we 
must take the opportunity to “build back 
better.”  At the G7 Leaders’ Summit held 
June 11-13 in Cornwall, UK, President 
Biden and other leaders launched the “Build 
Back Better World”, or B3W, initiative.  B3W 
will generate hundreds of billions of dollars 

of public and private infrastruc-
ture investments in sustainable 
projects driven by good gover-
nance, transparency, and strong 
standards that are aligned with 
moving toward a net-zero econ-
omy by 2050 and working to 
limit any increase in tempera-
ture to 1.5°C. 

The Three Seas Initia-
tive, or 3SI, will also contribute to economic 
growth and recovery.   As President Biden 
stated, the Three Seas Initiative offers “in-
credible potential for increasing coopera-
tion and connectivity  ...  that will enhance 
the security and prosperity of this region 
and quite frankly benefit the world.    The 
United States will be your unfailing partner 
at every step.”  This European-led initiative 
illustrates the power of regional neighbors 
seeking connectivity to strengthen them-
selves and build resilience through devel-
opment of the energy, digital and transpor-
tation infrastructures, and enhancement of 
anti-corruption measures.   

Multilateralism can produce results for 
workers and businesses, as momentum in 
the recent international tax negotiations 
demonstrates.  133 countries on all conti-
nents and of varying sizes, representing over 
90 percent of global GDP, have recognized 

that the current global minimum tax rate 
functionally set to zero has undermined 
their ability to raise the revenue needed to 
make critical investments and combat crises 
like the global pandemic.  We look forward 
to working with our partners to level the 
playing field in the coming months for busi-
nesses and improve fairness for the middle 
class around the world. 

 While growing our economies, we must 
also defend our democracies. President 
Biden announced on August 11 that in De-
cember he will bring together leaders from a 
diverse group of the world’s established and 
emerging democracies to a virtual Summit 
for Democracy, to be followed in roughly 
a year’s time by a second, in-person Sum-
mit. The virtual Summit to take place this 
December will galvanize commitments and 
initiatives across three principal themes:  
defending against authoritarianism; fighting 
corruption; and promoting respect for hu-
man rights both at home and abroad.

The United States will continue rally-
ing the world in promoting democracy and 
prevailing over the global pandemic to ac-
celerate a global economic recovery.  By re-
membering our history and how far we have 
come and by defining our values, we can set 
a course to a more healthy, secure, and pros-
perous future. 
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T
he second half of 2021 will be a key 
time for creating an effective US-
EU partnership to address the chal-

lenges of the digital economy. The European 
Union (EU) has embarked on a significant 
effort to create “A Europe Fit for the Digi-
tal Age,” headlined by a wave of legislative 
proposals on content moderation, platform 
regulation, competition policy, data gover-
nance, and artificial intelligence (AI). The 
still-new Biden administration has not been 
so focused on digital policy, 
but its personnel choices and 
statements on competition 
policy, supply chains, and the 
impact of social media on de-
mocracy all indicate that the 
US approach will not be as lais-
sez faire as in the past. 

That the United States and 
EU reach some consensus on 
digital and tech policy is no 
less essential now than the 
postwar agreement between the US and its 
allies over the shape of the international 
trading system. Just as the US and Europe 
have been major actors in the global trade in 
goods and services, so too are they now the 
major markets for new digital imports and 
exports. In 2019, the United States export-
ed $245 billion in digitally enabled services 
to Europe, almost twice those to the entire 
Asia-Pacific, including China. Even though 
Europe lacks a global platform company 
comparable to some US firms, its companies 
still sent $133 billion in digitally enabled 
services to the United States that same year.1 

But the US and Europe are clearly not the 
only leaders in the digital economy. China 
represents a huge and growing domestic 
market and a state-centric approach to reg-
ulation that is proving all too attractive to 
autocrats around the world. Russia is also 
a leader among the “techno-authoritarians” 

and has exhibited an alarming tolerance for 
cybercriminal activities from within its bor-
ders. If the US and EU continue to pursue 
disconnected approaches toward digital is-
sues, the Chinese and Russian models could 
truly threaten the idea of a digital economy 
based on open markets and the rule of law.

The US and EU took an important first 
step with the launch of the US-EU Trade 
and Technology Council (TTC) at their June 
summit. The establishment of the Council is 

a win itself, as a signal of renewed Transat-
lantic cooperation and an acknowledgement 
of the need for on-going US-EU discussions 
on trade and technology issues today, as well 
as the global rules for the future. But if the 
TTC is to be credible, it must have some ear-
ly wins, including during the remainder of 
the Slovenian EU presidency.

The good news is that the announcement 
of the TTC was preceded by some other 
positive signs in the US-EU trade relation-
ship. The long-running Boeing-Airbus dis-
pute was put on hold, as both sides agreed 
to suspend related tariffs for five years. The 
European Union also agreed to delay until 
December 2021 retaliatory measures to US 
tariffs on European steel and aluminum 
while the parties seek a negotiated solution. 
These steps highlighted that the initial focus 
of the TTC is likely to be in the trade sphere 
rather than the tech arena.

But the TTC is also a technology council, 
and it should strive to build a partnership 
on digital issues as a matter of urgency. The 
Biden administration took some early first 
steps toward addressing some key Transat-
lantic digital issues. Its immediate appoint-
ment of the official charged with negotiating 
a new data transfer deal was a welcome in-
dication that the administration understood 
the fragility of the mechanisms for transfer-
ring personal data from the EU to the US in 

the wake of the Schrems II de-
cision by the European Court 
of Justice. But despite rumors 
of a political deal at the US-EU 
summit, any real settlement 
still seems far away. The ad-
ministration’s re-engagement 
with the OECD process to de-
velop a new global corporate 
taxation regime has led the EU 
to delay unveiling its proposed 
digital services tax (DST) until 

October. At the same time, the administra-
tion does not seem inclined to impose tar-
iff remedies against EU member states that 
have already implemented DSTs, despite the 
US Trade Representative’s finding that such 
taxes discriminate against US companies. 

A good first step now toward some early 
wins would be to expand the discussion on 
supply chains to include technology infra-
structure, including 5G, cloud, server farms, 
and batteries, among others. A Transatlantic 
consensus over requirements for secure ven-
dors could help both US and EU suppliers 
while ensuring security for users’ data. 

The EU and US should also embrace the 
Slovenian presidency’s priority of strength-
ening cyber resilience. In particular, the 
TTC could serve as the launching pad for 
developing a common framework for cy-
bersecurity standards. Such standards could 
protect critical infrastructure and would be 

Creating a US-EU partnership on 
global tech policy: a priority for the 
Slovenian EU Presidency
The Trade and Technology Council should strive to build a partnership  
on digital issues as a matter of urgency
/ By Frances G. Burwell, A Distinguished Fellow at the Europe Center of the Atlantic Council and a Senior Director at McLarty Associates

a boon for both US and EU industry. Recent 
cyberattacks, including ransomware attacks, 
have affected critical infrastructure in both 
the United States and the EU, ranging from 
pipelines to hospitals. Developing cyberse-
curity standards will be an essential element 
of ensuring resilience in our infrastructure 
and even our economies and societies. 

Of course, the US and EU will not agree 
on all issues. Part of the real value of the 
TTC is the creation of a regular forum that 
can foster cooperation but also provide 
opportunities for discussion of differenc-
es. This will be especially important as the 
EU pushes forward with its ambitious leg-
islative agenda. The European Commission 
has made no secret of its desire that the EU’s 
new regulations should become global stan-
dards, as happened with the General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR). 

While the Biden administration has in-
dicated that it will not have a “hands off ” 
approach toward the major tech companies, 
it has not provided much clarity on what its 
priorities will be. There has been little dis-
cussion about data governance, a national 
privacy bill, platform regulation, or AI. A 
few relevant bills have been introduced in 
Congress, but most are very limited com-
pared to the comprehensive EU proposals, 
and few are given any chance of passage 
amid an overcrowded congressional agenda.  

The TTC, with the right guidance and 
focus from the Slovenian presidency, can 
foster discussions between the EU and US 
on data, platforms, and AI, as well as oth-
er priorities. At the forefront of that agenda 
should be developing greater understanding 
of how the Data Governance Act, the Digital 
Services Act (DSA), and the Regulation for 
Trust and Excellence in AI will affect non-
EU companies.

If the US and EU continue to pursue 
disconnected approaches toward digital 
issues, the Chinese and Russian models 
could truly threaten the idea of a digital 

economy based on open markets and the 
rule of law.

→
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E
urope’s digital challenge is both 
about economic performance and 
geopolitics, but all too often the task 

to raise Europe’s digital leadership gets sim-
plified to the point that policies aim in the 
wrong direction. Lately there has been a lot 
of talk about Europe’s dependency on the 
United States and others for advanced dig-
ital technologies, and several national capi-
tals – along with Brussels – have developed 
regulations and industrial 
strategies to wean us off Amer-
ican technological leadership. 
Europe’s new themes are digi-
tal sovereignty and autonomy.

  But Europe’s digital prob-
lem is not dependency on 
others: policymakers can com-
plain all they like over Big 
Tech and that Europe has no 
big platform that could rival 
Google, Amazon, Facebook 
and Apple. All that makes little sense when 
the main economic problem with Europe’s 
digital performance is that far too few busi-
nesses, individuals and governments actu-
ally adopt the advanced technologies and 
services that are on offer. Europe’s lagging 
digital performance is not chiefly about cre-
ation – that too few digital giants carry a Eu-
ropean passport. It is about lagging use and 
the slow uptake of modern technology. The 
economic power of innovation is not about 
invention, but adaptation.

  There may be cultural explanations 
behind many countries in Europe trailing 
behind global technology leaders. Unlike 
many countries in East Asia, several Eu-
ropean countries have been slow to move 
towards digital services like alternative 
payments because they fear an intrusion in 
their privacy. When Europe now develops 
new regulation of Artificial Intelligence, it 
starts from a defensive position – thinking 
that more regulation is better than less regu-
lation. Even if it is unclear exactly what it is 
that should be regulated, Europe seems to be 
set to develop a permission-based approach 
to AI. In the US and many parts of Asia, the 
regulatory approach is more allowing and 
less burdensome. 

  However, the main obstacles in Eu-
rope to having digital technologies flowing 
through society at a faster clip are economic 
and not cultural. Various forms of sectoral 
and professional regulations, and other bar-

Europe’s digital problem is not 
dependency on others
Improving Europe’s digital and innovation performance and strengthening Transatlantic alliance 
/ By Fredrik Erixon, Director, European Centre for International Political Economy (ECIPE)

riers to trade, prevent a smooth expansion 
across borders or between different sectors. 
We have a Digital Single Market – but in 
name only. Especially many services sec-
tors – for instance business services like le-
gal and accounting service, or professional 
services like engineering and architectural 
services – are all to protected along national 
borders and make it hard for consumers to 
access digitally enabled services provision 

from abroad. As a result, the digital intensi-
ty of European Union firms in lower than in 
comparable countries, like Singapore, Japan 
and Australia. 

Business restrictive policies also prevent 
big entrepreneurial success in Europe. Frag-
mented markets and burdensome regula-
tion push digital entrepreneurs to build or 
grow their enterprises in other parts of the 
world. For Europe, the issue is also about 
financial policy: are the capital market con-
ditions good enough to motivate expansion 
from Europe? Notably, EU countries are 
already struggling to keep up with venture 
capital funding of digital entrepreneurship 
– and the gap between the EU and the US 
becomes wider in later-stage financing than 
in early-stage financing. Since 1995, it has 
been estimated that the US has invested 1.2 
trillion US dollar in venture capital for start-
ups, while the similar figure in Europe is 200 
billion US dollar – a six-times difference. It 
is true that Europe has been catching up a 
bit with the US in recent years, but the gap 
remains stark. Moreover, the gap becomes 
even more significant in later-stage financ-
ing of growth. Europe has particularly been 
catching up in the financing of the growth 
phases of firms. In later-stages, however, 
Europe is far more reliant on venture capital 
from the US and Asia. Generally, the type 
of later-stage funding that is the more com-
mon route for European firms is an initial 
public offering – that is, to go public. 

  The regulatory environment affects 
the scale-up phase in different ways. First, 
capital markets regulation in Europe – es-
pecially the regulation of large institutions 
like pension funds – makes it more difficult 
to generate a rapid increase in the pool of 
capital available to late-stage venture cap-
ital investment. Second, market restric-
tions (especially in services) are generally 
higher in Europe than in other developed 

economies like Australia and 
the United States – and those 
restrictions push up barriers 
to entry. Importantly, these 
competition-decreasing mar-
ket regulations have a distinct 
effect on business churn rates 
and is one explanation to why 
it’s more difficult to grow and 
scale up entrepreneurial proj-
ects and new business models 
in Europe

  The geopolitical consequence of a 
high-regulation environment is that other 
countries are reducing their dependence on 
the European market: it is no longer partic-
ularly attractive to be in the economic and 
technological slipstream of Europe. There 
are many geopolitical consequences that 
emerge from digitalization – and from new 
innovation more broadly – but perhaps the 
most neglected one is that Europe’s ability to 
shape economic outcomes globally is dimin-
ished by burdensome regulations and rela-
tively poor economic performance. General 
economic conditions in the world already 
forces Europe to struggle with economic 
gravity: as other parts of the world grow 
richer, Europe’s share of global innovation, 
trade and economic output will shrink. By 
2024, estimates the European Commission, 
85 percent of all global growth will happen 
outside the European Union. 

 The United States is confronting a sim-
ilar scenario of relative economic decline – 
albeit not at the same speed as the EU – and 
there are good reasons for Brussels to seek 
closer ties with Washington, DC. There is, 
to start with, a geopolitical argument for 
it: the US remains an indispensable ally for 
security and peace in Europe. Moreover, 
Europe would benefit if the Biden admin-
istration took a less protectionist direction 
and started to engage with the world in 
trade policy, and closer Transatlantic ties 
could be a step in that direction. But per-

haps the most important reason for clos-
er relation with the US is that it would be 
a power multiplier: with America engaged 
and the two parties aligned, the EU can bet-
ter reach its ambitions in international and 
economic affairs. Just like Europe, America’s 
commitment to an open global economy is 
partly challenged by unfair terms of global 
competition: America too is worried about 
being dependent on other countries for crit-
ical technologies. It is more concerned than 
Europe about systemic competition from 
China. China hasn’t made up its mind if its 
strategic interests are better served by a col-
lapsing or reinvigorated liberal trade order. 
As a consequence, the US is in some doubt 
if it is in its strategic interest to revive the 
liberal trade order. A stronger Transatlantic 
relation could help push America closer to 
the European view. 

 Moreover, if Europe is true to its ambi-
tions of arresting climate change and spur-
ring digitalisation, it will need the support 
of the United States. The climate change 
agenda is already unleashing geopolitical 
tensions that Europe alone cannot manage: 
they will only grow bigger as Europe and 
others wean themselves of energy sources, 
goods and production technology that are 
carbon intensive. Furthermore, as a good 
part of Europe struggles with demographic 
challenges and shrinking labour forces and 
have created an inhospitable regulatory cli-
mate for innovation and entrepreneurship 
in digital sectors, Europe will become a lot 
more dependent on foreign digital creation 
and diffusion. Closer relation with the US 
will provide Europe with a better choice of 
access to digital technologies and businesses.

  Europe’s influence on the world or-
der depends on many factors, but two of 
the most important ones are its capacity to 
shape a new alliance with the US and other 
like-minded countries and improve its digi-
tal and innovation performance.  

  

Europe’s influence on the world order 
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like-minded countries and improve its digital 

and innovation performance. 

There are two areas where the Biden ad-
ministration has provided some indication 
of its likely approach:
• Competition policy: The President’s 

Executive Order on Promoting Compe-
tition in the American Economy charges 
US competition authorities with review-
ing the impact of major tech companies 
on the economy with a broader scope 
than simply consumer welfare. The ap-
pointments of Tim Wu and Leila Khan 
to key administration posts are also in-
dications of a more aggressive anti-trust 
stance. But in contrast to the EU’s pro-
posed Digital Markets Act (DMA), the 
US approach seems to be more focused 
on the entire economy, rather than sim-
ply the largest tech firms. It is also reliant 
on traditional anti-trust mechanisms, 
rather than ex ante regulation that for-
bids certain behaviors, as in the DMA. 

Moreover, because the DMA’s definition 
of “gatekeeper” companies probably 
means that these rules apply only to a 
few US-based firms, the political reac-
tion in Washington could be significant. 
The US-EU summit established a Joint 
Technology Competition Policy Dia-
logue along side the TTC. This Dialogue 
needs to address the differences in US 
and EU competition approaches before 
the anticipated finalization of the DMA 
during the French EU presidency.

• Democracy and content moderation: 
President Biden himself has been very 
critical of major social media platforms 
and the part they have played in spread-
ing conspiracy theories and misinfor-
mation. There is an expectation that this 
will feature at the Summit for Democra-
cy, which the administration is planning 
for early 2022. Given the US approach to 

freedom of speech, creating government 
rules regarding user-generated content 
on major platforms will be tough. The 
EU, with its restrictions on “illegal hate 
speech” has been much more proactive, 
developing both a voluntary code of con-
duct and now the much more rigorous 
content-moderation provisions of the 
DSA. Some of those rules are likely to be 
quite onerous for companies (including 
US tech), but the US administration can 
learn much from EU efforts in this area. 
First, however, the TTC can play an in-
valuable role in building Transatlantic 
consensus on how to move forward in 
this politically sensitive area. 
Although the TTC will certainly help 

build greater understanding between both 
partners on approaches to tech and digital 
policy, it does not mean that the US will 
converge with the EU or vice versa. There 

will inevitably be disagreements, especially 
as the US and EU have traditionally differed 
considerably in their approach to regulation. 
But the final few months of the Slovenian 
presidency can establish a habit of construc-
tive dialogue within the TTC, thus laying a 
foundation for a joint response to others—
with far more nefarious goals—who seek 
to put forward their version of rules for the 
digital economy. The US and EU must work 
together, even when divided over some spe-
cifics, to ensure that our digital systems and 
infrastructure are resilient and that global 
rules reinforce open markets, multilateral-
ism, and the rule of law. The Slovenian pres-
idency can ensure that the US and EU take 
the first important steps toward that goal. 
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Together – stronger – cyber  
resilient Europe 
Enhancing European cyber resilience and cyber responsiveness – a view from  
Slovenian Presidency of the Council of the EU 
/ By Dr Uroš Svete, Acting Director, Government Information Security Office, Republic of Slovenia

M
arked by Covid pandemic, Slo-
venian Presidency of the Coun-
cil of the European Union (EU) 

is focusing on improving EU’s resilience and 
ability to respond to crises, among them also 
large-scale cyber-attacks. Enhanced digital-
isation is also increasing the importance 
of cybersecurity. Our critical 
infrastructures, ranging from 
health, water, transport, en-
ergy, telecommunications, fi-
nance, democratic processes, 
to space and defence, are more 
and more digitalised and inter-
connected. With this, the im-
pact of malicious cyber activi-
ties can be far more significant 
than ever before. In the recent years, we have 
seen disturbing developments in the cyber 
threat landscape. Cyber threat actors, state 
and non-state actors, including state spon-
sored, are becoming more sophisticated in 
their actions and more persistent in their 
efforts. Cyberspace has become an area of 
strategic competition and geopolitical ten-
sions, including increased attempts to con-
trol and exploit new technologies, as well as 
threats to global, open, free, safe and secure 
Internet, rule of law, fundamental rights and 
freedoms, and democracy. 

In cybersecurity cooperation is vital. The 
EU Member States bare the main responsi-
bility for national security. At the same time, 
there is also a high level of understanding 
that we are stronger together. The EU offers 
Member States a unique structured envi-
ronment for cooperation and coordination, 
which is needed to enhance European cy-
ber resilience and the ability to respond to 
large-scale cyber incidents and crises. In the 
recent years, the EU has already achieved 
substantial progress in this regard, including 
following the adoption of the Directive con-
cerning measures for a high common level 
of security of network and information sys-
tems across the Union (NIS directive), Cy-

ber Security Act, Cyber Diplomacy Toolbox, 
European Cyber Defence Policy Framework 
as well as efforts in the field of tackling cy-
bercrime. Moreover, based on national risk 
assessments, the EU and its Member States 
adopted a coordinated approach to 5G se-
curity with the adoption and implemen-

tation of 5G Toolbox. European strategic 
autonomy, the EU’s ambition to lead in the 
development of secure technologies across 
the whole supply chain, ensuring stronger 
resilience and strong innovation, industri-
al and technological capacities served also 
as a guiding force in the recent adoption of 
the Regulation to establish the European 
Cybersecurity Competence Centre and the 
Network of National Coordination Cen-
tres. Future investments shall focus on key 
technologies, such as artificial intelligence, 
quantum computers and microprocessors. 

EU legislative and policy initiatives have 
thus far led to the development of national 
cybersecurity frameworks and the estab-
lishment of more structured cooperation 
among the Member States in responding to 
cyber incidents. Examples of such cooper-
ation include also NIS Cooperation Group, 
Cyber Crises Liaison Organisation Network 
(CyCLONe) and CSIRT Network. However, 
to be able to better respond the cyber threats 
and challenges and to promote greater har-
monisation and a more consistent approach 
within the internal market, we have to do 
more. During Slovenian Presidency the 
main focus is therefore on the revision of 
the NIS directive - a set of rules on cyber-

security across the Union aimed at further 
increasing the level of cybersecurity across 
all relevant sectors that perform essential 
and important functions for the economy 
and society. 

Moreover, the Presidency is focused also 
on promoting the completion of Europe-

an cyber crisis management 
framework to ensure timely 
and coordinated response to 
large-scale cyber incidents and 
crisis. It is important to have 
clear roles and responsibili-
ties, rules and procedures, and 
to ensure better information 
sharing and collective situa-
tional awareness. In this light, 

the Council is currently examining Com-
mission’s Recommendation on building a 
Joint Cyber Unit. It is important that the next 
steps build on the existing achievements and 
frameworks already available in Member 
States for a collective response to large scale 
cyber incidents and crises, as well as on ex-
isting mandates and competencies of Mem-
ber States, EU institutions, bodies and agen-
cies, while also being ambitious to increase 
coordination and cooperation at the EU 
level. Bringing closer together the existing 
communities, i.e. civilian, law enforcement, 
diplomacy and defence is an important, as 
well as a highly challenging undertaking. It 
has to be done in a careful manner to be able 
to preserve and strengthen the necessary 
trust. In addition, further integration of cy-
bersecurity crisis management into overall 
crisis management, including the integrated 
political crisis response (IPCR) is needed.

This work is complementary to the ef-
forts aimed at strengthening resilience and 
security of EU institutions, bodies and agen-
cies – especially to the future Commission 
proposal for a regulation on common bind-
ing rules on cybersecurity of EU institu-
tions, bodies and agencies. 

The EU does not work in isolation. Im-
portance of partnerships, with third coun-
tries, international organisations, especially 
NATO, as well as with the multi-stakehold-
er community is at the top of the European 
agenda for keeping cyberspace global, open, 
stable and secure. The EU has developed a 
clear and a strong voice in the field of cyber 
diplomacy. It became an invaluable promo-
tor of international norms and rules of re-
sponsible behaviour in cyberspace, which 
is of significant importance in light of the 
growing attempts to undermine and alter 
the existing international law, norms and 
rules. The Presidency is strongly supporting 
the ongoing efforts of close coordination 
among Member States, as well as with the 
like-minded partners and the multi-stake-
holder community for the ongoing UN pro-
cesses, as well as for other fora, such as the 
International Telecommunications Union 
(ITU). Strong European cyber diplomacy 
reinforces European digital sovereignty. 

Partnerships are also a lot about cyber 
capacity building. Slovenia attaches special 
importance to the EU and Western Balkans 
partnerships – a priority region for cyber ca-
pacity building in the 2020 EU Cybersecuri-
ty Strategy. The Presidency is encouraging 
the EU to foster more action oriented and 
more strategic approach towards the West-
ern Balkans. Bringing the region closer to 
the European cyber ecosystem is also an el-
ement of building trust and secure environ-
ment for digital transformation. It is also a 
contribution to European cyber resilience 
and global stability in cyberspace. 

Work in the area of cyber does not stop 
with the areas named so far. Important ef-
forts are devoted also to the improvement of 
capacities of law enforcement to investigate 
cybercrime, with a particular focus on com-
bating child sexual abuse online, as well as 
to advancements in cyber defence capabil-
ities. The EU is in the process of the review 
of the Cyber Defence Policy Framework, 
which feeds also in the work of the Strategic 
Compass, as well as in the process of setting 
up the military vision and strategy for cy-
berspace as a domain of operations.  Pres-
idency is supporting also the initiative led 
by the European Defence Agency (EDA) on 
setting up the Military CERT-Network, an-
other piece of the cyber crisis management 
puzzle that was missing so far. 

To conclude, cybersecurity (encompass-
ing not only internal elements of cyber se-
curity, but also cybercrime, diplomacy and 
defence) is not a standalone or a technical 
issue. It is a horizontal matter that requires 
a truly comprehensive and well-coordinated 
approach of several national and interna-
tional stakeholders. The EU can contribute 
on building bridges among different com-
munities with the aim of working closer 
together for a stronger and more resilient 
Europe in an ever changing security envi-
ronment.  

N O T E S :

1   Daniel S. Hamilton and Joseph P. Quinlan, “Transatlantic Economy 
2021,” Foreign Policy Institute, Johns Hopkins University SAIS/
Woodrow Wilson Center, 2021, p. 46. https://www.wilsoncenter.
org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/TransatlanticEcon-
omy2021_FullReportHR.pdf
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Without the help of AI technology-driven tools in 
their daily work, policy makers will lack situational 
awareness of such a complex environment that is 

required to make proper decisions. 

T
he unstoppable pace of digitaliza-
tion, which produces an enormous 
amount of data that is there to be 

processed, will have a significant impact on 
policy-making. 

Leaders and policy-makers are making 
decisions that affect our daily lives and our 
society on every level, from economic life, 
security, infrastructure, energy, innovation, 
health, social relations, international rela-
tions etc. Policy-making in today‘s fast paced 
and interconnected social environment is 
complex and demands proper decisions and 
policies fast. The amount of information 
about the functioning of 
various aspects of our so-
cieties that is now avail-
able in digital form and 
that can be processed is 
immense. It is far greater 
than any single person or 
a group of people can pro-
cess and analyze using tra-
ditional analytical methods. This is where 
the great leap in Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
comes in. AI holds the key to improving the 
process of policy-making.

Challenges for policy-makers
The interconnectedness of the world 

means that far away events can have an un-
imaginable impact in our local environment 
and that events in one area, such as health, 
will impact on all other aspects of our lives, 
from social and economic to political. 

Covid-19 outbreak is a good example 
that demonstrated immense challenges that 
the policy-makers are facing. The lessons for 
policy-makers are stark. After 18 months of 
the global Covid-19 crisis we can conclude 
that: the speed of decision making increased 
enormously, but systems were not prepared 
for the speed-up. Adaptation to new situ-
ations became a necessity, but adaptation 
procedures were too slow. Solving isolated 
issues worked well, but without a proper un-
derstanding of societal consequences in var-
ious other areas. Data to support decision 
making existed but not integrated and often 
not accessible also because of limitations re-
lated to legal rights and privacy and security 
aspects. Technology is available but not used 
at the critical spots.

Policy-making today is in many ways still 
a process where results are mostly produced 
manually by individuals, which are more or 
less knowledgeable about the internal and 
external environment (but have limited situ-
ational awareness), and are mostly oriented 
to the short sighted goals (hence also have 
limited foresight). Therefore, policy-making 
often feels like correcting mistakes of the 

AI: get on board or get left behind  
Artificial Intelligence changing the Future of Policy-Making
/  By Marko Grobelnik, Chief Technical Officer at International Research Centre on Artificial Intelligence, Digital Champion, AI researcher, Jožef Stefan Institute,  

Mitja Jermol, UNESCO Chair on Open Technologies for OER and Head of Center for Knowledge Transfer, Jožef Stefan Institute,  
Dobran Božic, Government Office for the Protection of Classified Information and  
Katja Geršak, Executive Director, Centre for European Perspective (CEP) and Editor-in-Chief of the Bled Strategic Times  

past with lots of political compromises in 
order to achieve desired outcomes. The ‘ev-
idence based’ approach is present, but shal-
low and far from what could be done. The 
problems that policy-makers are addressing 
are complex and the ‚manual‘ approach is no 
longer adequate. This is one of the key rea-
sons why efficient and effective policy-mak-
ing is hard to imagine without an extensive 
use of AI technology. 

AI leap: solving complex problems 
AI is today’s key technology which pri-

marily deals with complex tasks, mainly in 

the domains where humans can perform, 
but typically far from optimaly. In that sense, 
AI is taking the role of augmenting human 
intelligence to the levels which were not in 
use or even known before. Policy-making of 
tomorrow is a complex task that combines 
understanding social, business, political and 
natural domains, intertwining local, nation-
al and global dimension and the need to re-
act fast with predicted consequences. With-
out the help of AI technology-driven tools 
in their daily work, policy-makers will lack 
situational awareness of such a complex en-
vironment that is required to make proper 
decisions. 

The area of science that deals with com-
plex systems is called 'Complexity Science.' 
Although being here for decades already, it 
is mostly below the radars of public discus-
sions. 'Complexity Science' provides strong 
underlying philosophical and technical fun-
damentals for studying complex systems be 
it technical, social, natural or combined. It 
does not have a commonly agreed definition 
(as many other scientific disciplines) but re-
sides on some key principles: (a) it takes any 
kind of human created innovations without 
a prejudice, (b) it solves only (or mostly) 
hard unsolved problems in the nature and 
society, (c) it is primarily ‘evidence based’ 
and holistic, creating actionable outcomes. 

Joining the current progress of AI with 
the philosophy and approaches of the 'Com-
plexity Science' will likely make the future 
very 'explosive' in terms of the reach and 
impact of technology. Consequently, the 
augmentation of human intelligence – the 
ability to perceive, understand, control and 
act – will increase significantly. We can safe-

ly say the new wave of the so called ‘holistic 
AI’ (i.e., in contrast to the ‘narrow AI’ which 
we mostly know today) will bring about this 
change in the next 10-20 years. 

Today we can spot the early signs of such 
a future in the most progressive parts of AI 
like ‘Digital Twins’ and ‘common sense rea-
soning’ where the goal is to analytically un-
derstand the structure of our world beneath 
the surface and beyond local phenomena. 
These developments are already fundamen-
tally changing many aspects of humanity 
thus providing hard challenges for poli-
cies and regulations but also opportunities 

for more informed poli-
cy-making. The team at 
Jozef Stefan Institute (JSI) 
in Slovenia is deeply and 
actively involved in ad-
dressing these challenges 
by developing effective AI 
tools and approaches.

The role of Situational Awareness 
and Strategic Foresight in policy-
making

The aim of the policy-making process 
is to understand the situation, develop op-
tions, solve problems and reach a decision. 
Therefore, policy-makers need, firstly, to be 
able to follow events affecting their environ-
ment (organization, country, region, world) 
daily. Secondly, they need to be able to have 
a bird-eye view of the complex processes 
and interactions within their environment. 
Thirdly, they need to be able to under-
stand how external events and what trends 
might significantly affect their environment. 
Fourthly, they need to connect all this infor-
mation into a coherent picture and make 
decisions for the future of the system. The 
methods that assist them doing so are ‘Situ-
ational Awareness’ and ‘Strategic Foresight.’ 

Situational awareness gives us knowl-
edge of what is happening in an organiza-
tion and around an organization that affects 
its performance – current and future. Stra-
tegic Foresight is the discipline of exploring, 
anticipating and shaping the future. Pol-
icy-makers of today need to complement 
both methods and use them in their work 
processes. Policy-makers use of the tools 
will give them better situational awareness 
as well as foresight and will have a funda-
mental impact on the quality of the out-
come.

The most groundbreaking leap is the 
ability to predict consequences of actions, 
to predict what will happen or what will be 
needed in the future. AI technology, predic-
tive analytics in particular, is already being 
successfully used in some domains to pre-

dict future actions. In the social domain the 
team at JSI has already implemented AI to 
predict consequences of actions or events. 
Therefore, if the policy-makers will not use 
AI technology-driven tools in their daily 
work they will not have neither the situa-
tional awareness nor foresight required for 
proper and timely policy-making. 

We already have tools for policy-
makers today! 

An example for an automated ‘poli-
cy-making’ tool accessible today is the sys-
tem produced in the collaboration between 
OECD and JSI called ‘OECD AI Policy Ob-
servatory’ (oecd.ai). It includes a complete 
and continuously updated global observa-
tion of the area of AI across 12 causally in-
terrelated dimensions including academia, 
patents, projects, companies, investments, 
job market (supply and demand), educa-
tion, incidents, media, perception, and pol-
icies. Beyond rich visualizations the tool is 
getting transformed into the ‘Digital Twin 
of AI’ capturing influences across the whole 
ecosystem of the global AI. This will include 
projection of the future AI’s impact on the 
society, early detection of innovations which 
will shape our future, recommendations to 
the policy makers on how to shape and bal-
ance normative side of the technology reg-
ulation. The Digital Twin is complemented 
with a kind of a managerial tool. We expect 
that use of such tools will start growing also 
in other areas of policy-making in the future 
using also country level Digital Twins.  

There is a gap between the current tech-
nology developments, especially in the AI 
and related fields, and its usage in poli-
cy-making. Policy-makers need to adopt AI 
into their work processes. By doing so they 
will have a better understanding of events, 
trends, and society‘s needs and will be able 
to ‘play’ different scenarios and select the 
most proper one. This will give them an 
advantageous position when planning for 
the future. There are numerous companies 
which are already use the AI technology to 
their business advantage. Leaders and deci-
sions-makers must keep up with the pace. 
After all, it is up to them to ensure that our 
countries and societies prosper. Getting left 
behind will have drastic consequences for 
our well-being in the future. 
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T
he world has not been left wanting 
for climate alarm bells. We are al-
ready seeing the effects of climate 

change on our doorstep. All over the world, 
extreme weather is on the march. From 
wildfires in North America to floods in Chi-
na, across Europe and parts of Africa. . And 
yet, our collective response continues to fall 
short of what is necessary.

August’s IPCC Report represented the 
most authoritative and comprehensive as-
sessment to date of the physical science of 
climate change and it under-
lined an important home truth 
- that human activity is damag-
ing our planet at an alarming 
rate. 

But the future is not yet 
written. If we act now, the worst 
impacts of climate change can 
be averted. Science tells us that 
we must halve global emissions by  2030, 
and reach net zero emissions by 2050 if we 
are to keep 1.5 degrees Celsius alive. 

In November, the UK will host the cru-
cial UN climate change conference COP26 
in Glasgow. World leaders will meet with the 
aim to agree how to tackle the urgent threat 
of global climate change. Under the G7 
and COP26 Presidencies, the UK has been 
working hard to drive real progress on a 
global scale to meet our four key goals with 
governments around the world:

First; we must increase global ambition 
to mitigate climate change. We must halve 
global emissions by 2030, and reach net 
zero emissions by mid-century. The UK 
presidency is addressing this by pressing 
for greater ambition on countries Nation-
ally Determined Contributions (NDCs). 
The G20 group of nations, who represent 
80% of global emissions are critical to this 
goal. Yet only 13 of the G20 have commit-
ted to net-zero. And only 8 have submitted 
new NDCs that are more ambitious than 
their previous ones. This must change be-
fore COP26 in November. The IPCC report 

Go green or go…?
Achieving a successful COP; the role of the EU and Slovenia 
/ By Nick Bridge, Foreign Secretary's Special Representative for Climate Change, United Kingdom

made clear that 1.5 degrees Celsius requires 
decarbonisation from every sector of the 
economy. At COP26, we will send a clear 
market signal to get the transition moving 
faster. We are focussing on four crucial ar-
eas: Power, Transport, Deforestation and 
Methane. 

The second goal is adaptation. Cli-
mate disruption is now inevitable. And its 
impacts are fundamentally unequal. The 
world’s poorest and most vulnerable com-
munities are on the frontline of climate 

change. We must work with those affected 
to build resilience through adaptation. And 
we must protect our natural environment 
from further destruction – biodiversity loss 
and climate change are interlinked and es-
sential elements of sustainable development. 

Finance forms the third goal of our 
presidency. We are encouraging all private 
finance institutions to commit to net-zero 
by 2050. We are working with development 
banks, the MDBs, to mobilise finance to de-
veloping economies. And we are urging de-
veloped countries to honour their promise 
to raise $100 Billion a year in international 
climate finance. The UK alone has pledged 
£11.6 Billion in climate finance between 
2021-2025. We call on other donor coun-
tries to match our ambition. 

And finally – the fourth goal is collabo-
ration. We are determined to take an ‘all of 
society’ approach to COP26 through work-
ing together with governments, civil society, 
businesses and youth. The inclusion and 
collective effort from all parts of society will 
be crucial in keeping 1.5 degrees Celsius 
alive.

These four goals are equally vital in our 
effort to avoid the worst effects of climate 
change and limit the rise of global tempera-
tures. Our future depends on their delivery. 
This is what success at COP26 looks like. 

The UK Presidency calls on all countries 
to take immediate action in delivering these 
goals. Addressing climate change is the sin-
gle biggest global challenge of this century. It 
necessitates a global response; every country 
has an important role to play. The UK itself 
has a strong track record – decarbonising 

faster than any other country 
in the G20 over the last two 
decades. We have clear plans 
to reduce our emissions by 
68% by 2030 and 78% by 2050. 
And we are increasingly seeing 
positive signals globally. Today, 
more than 70% of the world’s 
economy is now covered by 

a net zero target – up from 30% when the 
UK took over as incoming COP presidency. 
However, there remains much to do.

Regional groupings are an essential piece 
of the puzzle – as advocates for increased 
ambition, unifying voices in negotiations 
and internally as communicators of best 
practice. Nowhere is this more true than in 
the EU. Ambition is high – the announce-
ment of an increase from 50 per cent to 55 
per cent reduction on emissions reductions 
by 2030 (relative to 1990 levels) was a ma-
jor step in meeting global climate goals, 
and sent clear waves of ambition across the 
world. The EU has a strong track record – a 
crucial player in the Paris climate agreement 
and expert at convening high ambition co-
alitions. Resolving the thornier issues such 
as Article 6, on carbon markets, requires co-
operation, flexibility and pragmatism. The 
EU, with a strong tradition of negotiations 
and influence, will be critical in helping ad-
dress these. Internally, the climate agenda 
represents a great unifying opportunity. Cli-
mate action straddles the economy, society, 
development and the environment. The EU 

has a moment to come together as one un-
der the banner of climate change, and pave 
a more prosperous, safer and climate secure 
future that we can all be proud of. 

I know how important climate change 
and environmental protection is to Slovenia. 
Prior to coming to BSF I climbed Mount 
Triglav to see for myself the ongoing im-
pact of climate change. As holders of the EU 
presidency during COP26, Slovenia has the 
opportunity to make a big impact in the cli-
mate story. We look to Slovenia to support 
a strong outcome at COP26 and beyond, 
reinforced by a sustainable domestic com-
mitment to climate change. Slovenia’s for-
mal adoption of its Long Term Strategy for 
reaching net zero by 2050 was an important 
milestone in this process. We look forward 
to working closely on key issues around the 
energy transition (including the phase out 
of coal) and zero-emission vehicles.

I am delighted that the Bled Strategic 
Forum has used its convening power to 
address these issues, and I look forward to 
working closely with Slovene colleagues in 
the run-up to COP26 and beyond.  Slovenia 
has a unique role to play as the Presidency of 
the Council of the European Union – both 
in leading by example and by prioritising 
climate change throughout their Presidency 
to ensure that the EU supports an ambitious 
negotiated outcome at the Summit.

Climate change is the defining challenge 
of this century. We will witness impacts 
across the board on magnitudes never be-
fore seen. To address this global challenge 
successfully, we must have a global re-
sponse. Each and every country has a role 
to play. The world must work together to 
tackle climate change – to secure a success-
ful outcome at Glasgow and to close off the 
outstanding elements of the Paris rulebook 
– the UK, Slovenia and the EU will play a 
crucial role in achieving this. 

We are determined to take an ‘all of society’ 
approach to COP26 through working 

together with governments, civil society, 
businesses and youth.
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T
he world is already experiencing ex-
treme and deadly extreme weather 
events due to human-caused cli-

mate change. According to an analysis by 
NASA, the earth’s global average surface 
temperature in 2020 tied with 2016 as the 
warmest year on record, with the global 
average temperatures 1.84 degrees Fahren-
heit above pre-industrial levels.1 This year 
witnessed extreme events with deadly and 
far-reaching impacts, including the heaviest 
snow in over fifty years in Madrid in Janu-
ary; an unprecedented ‘heat dome’ in July in 
the United States and Canada, resulting in 
record temperatures and forest fires; while 
also in July heavy rains caused massive 
floods in Germany and China. In August 
the latest report of the International Panel 
on Climate Change2 outlined the unequiv-
ocal human influence on the climate, and 
how it is causing changes unprecedented for 
at least 2000 years: exposing societies ev-
erywhere to increased climate-related risks. 
The IPCC report also emphasized the choic-
es open to global society, and that tackling 
climate change to minimize future risks 
remains possible: “1.5 degrees of cli-
mate change remains alive”.

As concentrations of global 
greenhouse gas emissions continue 
to rise, the impacts of climate change will 
become more severe, frequent and com-
plex. People will increasingly be affected 
by fire, heat and floods, human displace-
ment will occur, and our globally-embed-
ded economies are likely to be increasingly 
disrupted by impacts on the movement of 
goods, finance and people. As John Kerry, 
the United States Special Presidential Envoy 
for Climate, said in a speech hosted by Cha-
tham House in July, when referring to the 
economic consequences of not addressing 
climate change, ‘we’re looking at a world in 
which we ultimately spend so much mon-
ey, the potential of the world, and effort just 
coping with disasters, that we can’t invest 
in tomorrow. It undermines everything we 
have been fighting for. And no country, rich 
or poor, will be spared.’3

However, there is now broad political 
recognition of the scale of the climate crisis 
and the urgency of the task ahead. In No-
vember, the UK and Italian Governments 
will co-host the 26th Session 
of the Conference of the Par-
ties of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (COP26). 
This will be the first occa-
sion in which world leaders 
convene to apply the ‘ratchet 
mechanism’ to raise ambition 
in furtherance of the objectives of the 2015 
Paris Agreement and propose new actions 
to attempt to stave off the most significant 
impacts of climate change.

The Paris Agreement is a legally binding 
international treaty adopted by 196 Parties 
at COP21 in December 2015 and entered 
into force in November 2016.4 It aims to lim-
it the rise in the global average temperature 
to ‘well below 2°C above pre-industrial lev-
els’, preferably 1.5°C; increase the ability to 
adapt to climate change; and make ‘finance 
flows consistent with a pathway towards low 
greenhouse gas emissions and climate-resil-
ient development.’5 The Agreement adopts a 
‘bottom-up’, where Parties set national emis-
sion reduction targets and communicate 
these in the form of Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs).6 However, the com-
bined impact of the pledges in 2015 did not 
match the temperature targets mandated 
under Paris, and further action, and urgen-
cy, is needed.

In the run-up to COP26, 81 Parties have 
revised their 2030 carbon reduction plans 
(80 countries plus the EU27). Furthermore, 

130 countries have pledged or have indicat-
ed that they will have net-zero emissions by 
2050, while China, the world’s largest emit-
ter, pledged to achieve carbon neutrality by 
2060. In Europe the UK submitted its own 
NDC, pledging a 68 per cent reduction in 

emissions by 2030 (based on 1990 levels)7 
and the EU raised its target, from 40 per 
cent to 55 per cent reduction target relative 
to 1990 levels.8 However, probably the big-
gest geopolitical shift has been in the United 
States with the election of President Biden 
with the country re-joining the Paris Agree-
ment and at a Leaders’ Summit on Climate 
hosted, by the US, the administration an-
nounced an NDC with a target to reduce 
emissions by 50-52 per cent (based on 2005 
levels).9

As of July 2021, 77 Parties have not yet 
updated their NDC targets. These include 
G20 countries like India and China. Several 
Parties have submitted new NDCs without 
increasing ambition, including Australia, 
Mexico, and Brazil. Unless major emitters 
put forward revised, short-term carbon re-
duction plans global temperature rises will 
likely exceed 2 degrees Celsius, perhaps by 
some margin.

The Green Transformation
Decarbonizing the global economy re-

quires detailed policies, but relies on chang-

Climate change: we are living it already
The urgent need for an ambitious and equitable Climate deal at COP 26
/ By Tim Benton, Research Director and Antony Froggatt, Senior Research Fellow, Chatham House

Unless major emitters put forward revised, 
short-term carbon reduction plans global 

temperature rises will likely exceed 2 
degrees Celsius, perhaps by some  margin.

ing market incentives, and ultimately eco-
nomic transformation. Renewable energy is 
now less expensive than fossil fuels: the In-
ternational Energy Agency (IEA) has found 
that building new solar utility-scale projects 
is cheaper than simply running existing coal 

plants in countries, including 
in China and India.10 This year, 
Saudi Arabia commissioned a 
new solar plant in at a world re-
cord low of $10/MWh.11 Electric 
vehicles, hydrogen production 
and many energy-efficiency 
technologies are also benefitting 
from falling costs. Progress in 

these areas will accelerate decarbonization 
and have significant co-benefits for reduc-
ing fuel poverty and improving local air 
quality. 

Businesses and the financial sector are 
recognizing the need to accelerate decar-
bonization and its competitive opportuni-
ties. Consequently, the private sector plays 
a crucial role in addressing climate change 
within COP 26 and wider society. The Mar-
rakech Partnership for Global Climate Ac-
tion was launched in 2016 and provides a 
framework to strengthen collaboration be-
tween governments and key stakeholders 
(international and regional initiatives and 
coalitions of cities, regions, businesses, in-
vestors, and civil society). 

Global action requires global trust
While it is crucial that the Glasgow meet-

ing advances national carbon plans in line 
with the temperature targets agreed in Paris, 
this is not the only issue on the agenda Many 
countries, especially those most vulnerable 
to a changing climate, insist that developed 
countries uphold their promise to make 

available $100 billion annually for climate 
finance – to help them both for a transition 
to a low-carbon economy and to build ad-
aptation to climate’s growing impacts. De-
veloping countries believe that the current 
pledges, which fall short of the agreed target, 
are a breach of trust, which is likely to im-
pact the outcome of Glasgow.

The best hope for effectively addressing 
the threats posed by climate change in this 
crucial year is an ambitious outcome from 
COP26 that builds and accelerates momen-
tum – for mitigation, adaptation and equity 
- and rapidly translates into national-level 
implementation across the world.  
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I
It could be a taste of things to come. 
China in March imposed personal 
sanctions on European policymakers 

and  think-tanks. Among other things, the 
measures introduced prevent Chinese peo-
ple and organisations from doing business 
with the European entities and individuals, 
and bans them from entering Chinese ter-
ritory. Beijing could have responded recip-
rocally to the European Union’s listing of 
four Chinese officials with links to the re-
pression of Uyghurs in Xinjiang province, 
by simply listing four EU officials of similar 
(local, low-level) impor-
tance. Instead, it chose 
an asymmetric approach, 
acting against the United 
Kingdom, Canada, and 
the United States, but first 
and foremost against Eu-
ropeans (and even their 
families). At the end of 
the same week Beijing 
also engaged in a bout of 
economic punishment: 
although there was no explicit link to the 
personal sanctions face-off, retailer H&M 
suddenly disappeared from a vast range of 
Chinese consumer and e-commerce apps. 
Alongside many other retailers from Eu-
rope, America and Canada it became faced 
with “popular boycotts” – an increasingly 
common Chinese sanctions tactic – because 
of a pledge it had made to stop using cotton 
from Xinjiang. Just as with personal sanc-
tions, China hit European companies hard-
est: Adidas disappeared from app stores, 
too, although no one faced as harsh a pun-
ishment as H&M.  

For all the vagueness of its sanctions on 
Europeans, China could not have been clear-
er in its resolve to counter any more deter-
mined European stand against the country, 
including through economic punishment.

China’s sanctions were likely intended to 
send a message to Europeans: their asym-
metric character might be a clear warning 
that China will respond vigorously to even 
moderate European attempts to adopt stron-
ger policies and close ranks with the US. The 
economic punishment of H&M and other 
companies comes months after they made 

their pledges on cotton but right after the 
EU’s sanctions. This drives home the point 
to the business community that China is 
ready to use economic coercion in direct re-
sponse to European policy choices whether 
by governments or companies. At the same 
time, the economic damage is negligible for 
now, especially compared to the fallout Aus-
tralia is still facing for doing less – namely, 
Canberra’s call in 2020 for an independent 
inquiry into the Covid-19 outbreak, which 
led China to curb imports on key Austra-
lian products in 13 sectors, amounting to 
10 per cent of Australian exports overall. In 
the recent past, China has also threatened 
or imposed coercive measures on Canada, 

Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden.
Beijing will be more potent in the future. 

Chinese sanctions have increased in mag-
nitude in parallel to the country’s growing 
weight in the international arena. They are 
likely to continue to do so as China grows 
stronger. Chinese scholars are contemplat-
ing how Beijing could identify several areas, 
or economic networks, where it wants to oc-
cupy a critical central position in the global 
economy – their writings are suggestive of 
government thinking. This would also al-
low it to use chokepoints and dependencies 

for political advantage in much 
more sophisticated ways than to-
day. If everyone needs access to 
the Chinese market, systems, or 
technologies, Beijing can try to 
split Transatlantic partners, to wa-
ter down ambitious human rights 
positions, or to restrict Europeans’ 
freedom of trade where it views its 
national security threatened.

European businesses already 
had cause to worry. China recent-

ly adopted a new export control law which 
has significant extraterritorial reach. Un-
der this new law, European companies may 
have to ask Beijing’s permission to sell their 
products to other European firms or to third 
countries even if they are not for military 
use (as is American or European practice). 
China can deny re-export on national se-
curity grounds in such cases. In fact, China 
might already be doing this through infor-
mal pressure.

China’s efforts also include a “Blocking 
Statute” recently enacted by Beijing. This 
law prohibits companies from complying 
with rules or sanctions imposed by other 
countries without stating which rules these 

are. European subsidiaries in China could 
now get into trouble if they comply with a 
European or US sanction or export control 
measure. Most importantly, European com-
panies have to provide compensation to Chi-
nese counterparts for damages they cause by 
complying with European or American laws 
that China identifies. H&M essentially just 
experienced what the Blocking Statute could 
do to other European firms. The company 
cited international supply chain standards 
for reconsidering its dealings in Xinjiang. 
Many of these standards will soon be firm 
rules under new laws that oblige firms to 
ensure labour and human rights are respect-
ed along their supply chain. For H&M and 
others, adherence to those already brought 
punishment in China.

At the European Council on Foreign Re-
lations, we have put in place a Task Force 
for Strengthening Europe against Economic 
Coercion which brings together high-level 
European public and private sector actors 
from the Czech Republic, France, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Sweden, and Spain to anal-
yse a range of policies Europe could adopt 
to improve its resilience. Drawing on this 
systematic consultation process, the ECFR 
toolbox analysed concrete options for the 
EU to resist economic blackmail and pun-
ishment such as Chinese sanctions, and to 
avoid them in the first place.

Close Transatlantic relations, 
mindful of a squeeze

Many of China’s new instruments for eco-
nomic coercion are difficult to implement 
if Europe and America are closely aligned 
with each other, and with their like-minded 
partners, from Japan to India and Australia. 
China’s Blocking Statute and export con-

China’s sanctions were likely intended to send 
a message to Europeans: their asymmetric 

character might be a clear warning that China 
will respond vigorously to even moderate 

European attempts to adopt stronger policies 
and close ranks with the US. 

Strengthening Europe against 
economic coercion
A proactive approach to minimize European vulnerabilities
/ By Jonathan Hackenbroich, Head of Task Force and Policy Fellow, European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR)
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By making clear that grave forms of economic 
coercion against Europeans are likely to come 

at a cost, Europe could dissuade third countries 
from engaging in such coercion in the first place. 

trols, for instance, could make life incredi-
bly challenging for European companies if 
the European Union was on its own. This is 
one of many reasons why it is important to 
rebuild the Transatlantic relationship.

At the same time, China could easily ex-
ploit Europe’s vulnerability of relying much 
more on trade than America does. In 2019 
trade accounted for more than 40 per cent 
of the EU’s GDP and wealth, significantly 
more than America’s (26 per cent of GDP) 
or any other big market’s.  This is an import-
ant lever for Beijing. As underscored by a 
strikingly detailed statement released by the 
Chinese regime following a phone call be-
tween President Xi Jinping and Chancellor 
Angela Merkel, China would like Europe “to 
make correct judgments independently”.

But open strategic autonomy for Europe, 
which Xi explicitly refers to according to the 
statement, has never meant equidistance 
between the US and China, even if Beijing 
might want to view it like this. It means the 
capacity to act, even under 
pressure from great powers, 
with Europe’s own strategic 
situation in mind. It will be 
important for Europe to re-
sist the (economic) pressure 
that China is threatening to 
place Europe under. And 
the incident in march shows 
that the EU cannot simply rely on the US to 
take care of the threat for it. Europe faces a 
slightly different situation – and is, in fact, 
more vulnerable – than the US. It needs to 
create its own tools, firstly by building up 
its economic strength. China’s new dual 
circulation strategy will make Europe more 
dependent on China and will replace Euro-
pean companies (or make them more Chi-
nese) unless Europe now begins to invest 
heavily in its own innovative base, and its 
protection of data and intellectual property. 
The EU also needs like-minded countries 
like Japan and Australia to join it in taking 

a determined stances vis-à-vis China. And 
the US and Europe could both benefit from 
clarifying that it is legitimate to have a dif-
ference of interest or opinion in a particular 
situation, without calling into question their 
joint stance or shared values. A narrative of 
division – in which the US is a bully under 
President Joe Biden or the EU is a slacker 
– could help China drive a wedge between 
America and Europe.

An EU Resilience Office
While other countries use uncertainty in 

their sanctions policy, China’s sanctions are 
particularly vague, and come without any 
guidance or legislative basis. They establish 
travel bans on MPs and academics, but ev-
erything else is highly unclear. And where 
China lists entities such as the EU’s Political 
and Security Committee, there is not even 
clarity about who has been banned. Eco-
nomic punishment of businesses has come 
through “popular boycotts” – which ob-

scure the policy and its impact. Economic 
coercion in China often involves even more 
subtle and informal methods of pressuring 
companies.

The EU could establish a Resilience 
Office that would provide more clarity. It 
could comprise experts from different fields 
and systematically assess instances of coer-
cion against Europeans, and identify sub-
tle and informal forms of coercion, as well 
as their cost to European businesses. The 
office could issue guidelines on what Chi-
nese measures mean and how Europe views 
them in cases of uncertainty. It could serve 

as a central European interlocutor with Chi-
nese State Export Control Administrative 
Departments and other Chinese agencies 
responsible for potentially coercive tools.

Levelling the playing field
Regardless of whether it creates a Re-

silience Office, Europe needs regular, sys-
tematic assessments of the cost and market 
distortions caused by economic coercion. 
Such assessments could look at the direct 
costs of coercive policies, disadvantages in-
curred relative to Chinese companies, and 
opportunity costs. After careful evaluation, 
EU institutions could use a new measure to 
offset the impact of these distortions, treat-
ing them as market access barriers or unfair 
competition practices – even ones that affect 
the European market.

Blocking European compliance with 
Chinese measures

European companies might soon be in a 
position where they have no 
choice but to comply with 
Chinese regulations that 
harm them, Europe’s trade, 
or European policy. For in-
stance, Chinese export con-
trols could prevent re-export 
to third countries if a Euro-
pean company had import-

ed goods from China – potentially as a way 
of significantly interfering with European 
trade in sensitive goods. The only tool the 
EU has for such situations is a dysfunctional 
Blocking Statute, which prohibits compa-
nies from complying with certain identified 
measures (and thereby puts them between 
a rock and a hard place, facing punishment 
in both a third country and the EU). The 
EU could adopt a more strategic approach 
to the instrument and prepare it for possi-
ble use on Chinese measures. It could do so 
by: making the instrument more about pro-
tecting companies than punishing them; in-

serting an obligation into the instrument to 
provide information to regulators, possibly 
enabling countermeasures against the coer-
cive actor; and providing compensation to 
European companies in select cases.

An Anti-Coercion Instrument 
The EU could establish a deterrent 

against economic coercion, threatening 
countermeasures based on violations of in-
ternational law. By making clear that grave 
forms of economic coercion against Euro-
peans are likely to come at a cost, Europe 
could dissuade third countries from engag-
ing in such coercion in the first place. The 
EU currently lacks tools to rapidly react to 
coercion. Typically, the tools that it has cre-
ate division between member states. Even 
China’s boycotts (which may not be de-
signed to divide the EU) hit some member 
states much more than others. An Anti-Co-
ercion Instrument could give the European 
Commission the power to react to econom-
ic coercion swiftly. Indeed, the Commission 
has launched a process to propose such an 
instrument. Such a last-resort instrument 
could involve European tariffs, investment 
restrictions, or data or services restrictions 
as countermeasures against grave forms of 
economic sanctions or coercive measures 
such as those China imposed on Australia.

There are many difficulties and chal-
lenges that come with some of these poli-
cy options. Europe is facing a dilemma as a 
union of trading nations: it needs to uphold 
the rules of free trade as much as possible, 
but it also needs to be prepared to resist 
stronger and more frequent economic co-
ercion. It cannot just give in to such coer-
cion by changing its policies. In the case of 
China’s March sanctions, that would have 
meant backing down on human rights and 
accepting a setback in the efforts to rebuild 
Transatlantic relations.  
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I 
never would have imagined that 2020 
would be the year my parents - both 
in their mid-eighties - would start 

researching virology online, video calling 
friends and family daily, adopt online as the 
only way to shop, entertaining themselves 
with black-and-white cricket and tennis 
matches on YouTube.

They’re not alone. Technology has been a 
lifeline for more than half the planet during 
lockdown. I can’t think of a time when it has 
been more helpful to more people, compa-
nies and countries than today. The ways we 
are using that technology - whether for vital 
health information and staying 
connected like my parents, or 
seeking job opportunities like 
many - are more dynamic than 
ever. The same technology will 
be an important catalyst for the 
comeback and a recovery that works for ev-
eryone.

The key word here is everyone. It’s clear 
that the pandemic is widening existing so-
cial and economic divides within and across 
countries: women, underrepresented groups 
and those on low incomes are harder hit and 
will find climbing out of this situation more 
difficult. 

On starting this role at Google over six 
years ago, I read an EU report highlighting a 
digital skills gap that might see as many as a 
million jobs unfilled. We took that as a chal-
lenge and pledged to work in partnership 
with others across Europe to train a million 
people in digital skills. Not so much coding 
and computer science, more practical skills 
for work, like how to launch a website, use 
analytics and advertise online. Skills that 
companies needed and that created career 
opportunities. We were blown away by de-
mand and reached that million in half the 
time. We’ve gone on to train more than 70 
million people around the world through 
our Grow with Google initiatives. 

While technology has brought changes 
to the way we work for decades, this tran-
sition is accelerating, in fact it has leaped 
forward: McKinsey estimates that more 

than 25% of people may need to transition 
to new jobs due to the pandemic. And al-
most all growth in labor demand will occur 
in high-wage jobs, meaning people need 
different skills to remain employed. That’s 
why last year, when the pandemic hit, we 
worked quickly to respond to governments 
and partner on new training and investment 
programmes to support each country’s spe-
cific challenges. This started in Greece with 
a program to support jobs with the Ministry 
of Labor, and we now have programmes in 
more than 30 countries across Europe, the 
Middle East and Africa. 

Yet, we have seen that while education 
and skills training are often freely and wide-
ly available, they are not reaching everyone. 
Underserved groups are still more disad-
vantaged than others and are less likely to be 
able to benefit from or access new training. 
Closures from lockdown have also affect-
ed sectors that traditionally have a higher 
proportion of women working in them like 
tourism and retail - women-owned busi-
nesses have faced 10% greater revenue chal-
lenges during Covid and women are still 
carrying out most housework and childcare. 
Conversely, research shows that women-led 
businesses grow faster than male-led busi-
nesses when they deploy digital tools suc-
cessfully. 

We’ve worked hard to reach everyone, 
with women making up more than half of 
the people trained, and by partnering with a 
diverse group of organizations like MExoxo 
in Greece, which supports women, refugees 
and LGBT+ women in entrepreneurship, 
Youth Business International who supports 
underserved small businesses across the 
world, or trade unions in Germany and 
Northern Europe to support workers whose 
jobs are at risk of automation. There is much 
more to be done. 

Digital acceleration during the pandem-
ic has knocked down borders for businesses 
looking to go global and reaching new cus-
tomers in all corners of the world. In CEE, 
where growth opportunities are limited by 
the scale of domestic markets, the export 
potential is especially huge. Export accounts 
for 64% of the GDP in CEE countries, but 
up until now has been heavily focused on 
offline.

Hooray Heroes, a personalised children’s 
book company based in Slovenia, has been 
digital-first and online-only from the very 
start.

In 2020, the retailer was al-
ready operating in six markets, 
but it wanted to expand into 
new regions to balance out the 
seasonality of its sales cycle.

After looking at demand 
during impactful events, like holidays, 
paired with market research conducted on 
Market Finder, Hooray Heroes set its sights 
on Australia, Spain, and Canada.

It is clear that digital will be a key driver 
of the recovery. Research shows that busi-
nesses that used digital tools in the pandem-
ic reported 80% better sales and hired three 
times as many people than those that didn’t. 
But collectively we need to rethink how to 
equip people with these digital skills, and 
develop new public and private partnerships 
to target those most vulnerable or at risk of 
job displacement. This includes:
• investing in new forms of learning, 
like helping people learn new skills for fu-
ture-ready jobs in new and more flexible 
ways,
• providing support for people who face 
significant barriers to learning like provid-
ing career advice, interview preparation, 
childcare and language support, 
• and importantly, ensuring the infra-
structure is in place so that you don’t have 
to be in London, Paris or Berlin to succeed 
online. 

A recovery for everyone
Communities, companies and governments must work together to educate and 
equip people with digital skills 
/ By Matt Brittin, President, EMEA Business and Operations, Google 

Technology has been a lifeline for more  
than half the planet during lockdown. 

Efforts like these do not seek to re-
place traditional education, but provide 
more ways for everyone to learn new skills 
throughout their lives. Google continues 
to join policy efforts led by the European 
Commission and others to help bridge this 
skills gap and drive digitization. This helps 
people like Korina in Greece who attend-
ed our local training and built an app that 
connects farmers with workers looking for 
jobs and La Maison Des Soeurs Macarons in 
France who gained 200 new customers after 
following coaching sessions.

Jobs will continue to be created and dis-
placed, as they have been throughout histo-
ry. New skills are needed for people to take 
advantage of those changes. Unless compa-
nies, communities and governments work 
together and rethink how we educate and 
equip people with new skills, we are facing 
an even more unequal future and risk miss-
ing out on achieving an accelerated, sustain-
able and inclusive recovery. Only through 
partnership can we find the path forward, 
to a different and more equitable future that 
works for everyone.  
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S
lovenia can and should use its EU 
Council presidency to instill a stra-
tegic perspective into the Transat-

lantic economic relationship, for without 
that perspective, disputes between the two 
will fester and hopes for broader coopera-
tion falter.

This assessment may sound unnecessar-
ily bleak. After all, the clouds that hung over 
EU-US trade when Donald Trump was US 
president have dissipated, 
and the mood was upbeat 
when Presidents Biden, 
Michel and von der Leyen 
held the first EU-US Sum-
mit in years in Brussels 
on June 15. Among other 
things, they agreed to sus-
pend the retaliatory tariffs 
they had imposed on €11 
billion of bilateral trade 
because of the Airbus-Boeing dispute, and 
agreed to establish the Trade and Technolo-
gy Council (TTC), which meets for the first 
time September 29-30.

But suspending retaliation does not re-
solve the underlying problem. And without 
a vision for the broader relationship, the 
TTC is also unlikely to resolve other dis-
putes that bedevil Transatlantic economic 
ties, including US “national security” tariffs 
on Europe’s steel and aluminum exports, 
long-standing food safety problems, privacy 
concerns and digital taxes. Bickering over 
these issues will disrupt cooperation at the 
international level, on WTO reform as well 
as much-heralded collaboration on China.

It does not have to be this way. Slovenia 
can make a difference, precisely because it is 
a smaller member state that does not have 
the same pretentions or economic interests 
as others, including the country that will 
succeed it as Council president. It can use 
the presidency now to help guide the prepa-
rations for and the follow-up to the TTC 
meeting, because many of the issues on the 
agenda are not traditional trade concerns, 
but are bound to the EU legislative agenda 
and to security interests beyond the Com-
mission’s competence. 

This will require reviving a strategic vi-
sion for the Transatlantic economic relation-
ship and rekindling the interest in achieving 
it by developing new, politically acceptable, 
approaches. 

This can be done. The European Union 
and United States have a unique econom-
ic relationship based on investment rath-
er than trade. US companies have over €2 
trillion invested in the EU-27, while Euro-
pean firms have €2.2 trillion in the United 
States. These investments employ 8 million 
people on each side of the ocean, generate 
some €5 trillion of sales, and motor much 
of the €1 trillion of Transatlantic trade, half 

The time is now: reinvigorating 
Transatlantic partnership
Bringing a strategic perspective to Transatlantic economic relations
/ By Peter H. Chase, Senior Fellow, German Marshall Fund of the United States (GMFUS)

of which is intra-company. While Slovenia’s 
direct trade with the US seems small, much 
of what it exports to Italy, Germany, Poland 
or France is shipped to America.

Reaffirm the Transatlantic Market-
place: awareness of this deep integration un-
derlay the vision of a “Transatlantic market-
place,” because removing barriers to deeper 
Transatlantic integration would enhance the 
global competitiveness of firms and workers 

on both sides of Atlantic, helping spur eco-
nomic growth for all our citizens.

This vision – coupled with our shared 
commitment to political and economic sys-
tems based on a respect for the dignity of the 
individual and the rule of law – was the basis 
for the negotiations toward a Transatlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), 
which Presidents Obama, Barroso and van 
Rompuy launched in 2013 (when Mr. Biden 
was Vice President). Those negotiations 
failed in 2016 for many reasons, but princi-
pally the election of Mr. Trump and the con-
cerns many of Europeans that TTIP might 
undermine their regulatory protections, in-
cluding through investor-state dispute reso-
lution (ISDS). 

This failure, as well as a growing sense 
in both the United States and in Europe that 
trade causes politically difficult disruptions, 
has silenced the ambition to bring our econ-
omies closer together. This is one reason 
why Mr. Biden pursues a “worker-centric” 
trade policy, which makes it easy to call for 
more “Buy American” requirements and 
difficult to remove tariffs on European steel 
and aluminum. A similar dynamic underlies 
calls for “strategic autonomy,” new industri-
al policies, and a “European cloud.” Fearing 
competition and not realizing the current 
extent of Transatlantic integration, we risk 
undermining ourselves. 

The TTC and the months that follow are 
the hook for reframing the narrative. The 
countries that have benefited so much from 
European integration over the past two de-
cades are in some ways best placed to argue 
that the EU and US can and should resur-
rect the vision of a Transatlantic market-
place. Greater integration will generate the 
growth needed to recover from Covid. But 
at the same time, to achieve that vision and 
that growth, the two sides must learn from 
their experience, and do things differently. 

As discussed below, they must clearly sepa-
rate the discussion of regulatory issues from 
those governing trade and investment. 

Resolve Existing Problems: with a re-
newed sense of direction, the tariffs imposed 
on steel and aluminum (and in retaliation 
for those) are counter-productive. The Biden 
Administration cannot just end them, but 
it can change the national security grounds 
(which are difficult to argue against) to a 

“safeguard” action to be phased out 
in 2023, five years after their 2018 
imposition. This would ease our 
announced cooperation on Chi-
na’s industrial subsidies, discussed 
below. On Airbus-Boeing, the US 
remains concerned Airbus retains 
the launch aids on its books while 
the deepest European concerns are 
about the American company’s ac-
cess to defense contracts; the NATO 

alliance as well as Transatlantic economic in-
tegration argues for each side to give the oth-
er full access to defense procurement while 
Airbus writes down the loans over time. 

Bring Back Ambition: even as the two 
sides resolve these issues, they must create 
the political environment to manage those 
that are growing, especially in the digi-
tal space. For that, they can launch a new 
Transatlantic marketplace initiative, which 
focuses on reducing the costs of trade and 
investment flows but leaves regulation aside. 
Tariffs, quotas, rules of origin, government 
procurement, cross-border sales of ser-
vices and non-discriminatory treatment of 
the investments that contribute so much to 
our economies belong in a trade agreement 
(without ISDS, given the strength of our le-
gal regimes). But rules governing the safety 
of consumers, workers, finance and the en-
vironment should be discussed only by the 
regulators who, on both sides of the ocean, 
report to the politicians who represent our 
citizens. Those regulators often find that co-
operation helps them fulfill their mission – 
as when the EU and US medicines agencies 
worked together to quickly bring vaccines 
against Covid to our citizens. Encouraging 
such collaboration but clearly separating 
this work from trade negotiations can re-
store the trust that was lost with TTIP. 

Food Safety First: this helps even with 
thorny agricultural issues. Tariffs and quo-
tas here can be managed. The real issue is 
food safety and quality. Rarely do the regula-
tors disagree on the science of safety. GMOs 
aside, the problems stem mainly from dif-
ferent approaches to testing and bureaucrat-
ic obstacles to approvals, with US barriers 
as bad as those they complain about. Yet in 
2015, the two recognized each other’s organ-
ic foods standards, so there’s hope. With a 
new political atmosphere, separating regu-
lation from trade and looking at these safety 

issues together, more such agreements can 
be found, especially if coupled with reason-
able labeling. Even the GMO problem can 
be gradually resolved, as the EU’s robust ap-
proval system approves imports of more va-
rieties and as GM technology is left behind 
in favor of new approaches to seed develop-
ment, including in Europe. 

Avoid Digital Divides: Central Europe 
is thriving with digital start-ups and has 
most to lose from tech “sovereignty” that 
disrupts the internet. This is where the Slo-
venian presidency, as it guides deliberations 
over the Digital Services, Markets and Gov-
ernance Acts, can help ensure Europe does 
not create new regulatory divides. American 
politicians share many of Europe’s concerns 
about platform power, the scrouge of dis-
information and the need for ethical ap-
proaches to AI; the TTC and the new Joint 
Technology Competition Policy Dialogue 
provide fora for this. 

The bigger issue is privacy; here, the 
ECJ has said a law that explicitly excludes 
national security from its scope within 
Europe must consider it when applied to 
third countries. Under this, all transfers of 
personal data to Russia, China, Turkey and 
many other countries should halt immedi-
ately. Alas, the presidency cannot help here; 
ultimately, the ECJ will need to rule again to 
bring proportionality back.

The China Challenge: China has a right 
to aspire to be the greatest country in the 
world, but this also require it to be a respon-
sible global citizen. As seen at NATO and in 
recent naval deployments, Europe under-
stands it too must demonstrate concerns 
about China’s overly aggressive security 
posture in East Asia. EU member states also 
know that many of the TTC issues related 
to security concerns – on exports controls, 
investment screening and tech transfer – 
need careful management. Here Slovenia 
can truly help by ensuring the TTC works 
differently from its predecessors, with the 
Council included in deliberations where the 
member state role predominates. Also on 
subsides the member states must play a role, 
both with the Commission’s legislative pro-
posals, and as their origin is in the economic 
distortions from China’s export-led growth, 
which must be addressed as well in the IMF, 
World Bank and other such fora.

EU and US leaders at the Summit under-
scored that the two are most powerful when 
working together. The member states have 
a critical role in ensuring that we do, by re-
affirming a strategic vision of Transatlantic 
collaboration and using the power of the 
presidency to realize it. 

Removing barriers to deeper Transatlantic 
integration would enhance the global 

competitiveness of firms and workers on 
both sides of Atlantic, helping spur economic 

growth for all our citizens.
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A
s the magnitude of disinformation 
grows, so does the fight against it. 
As Europeans, we need a construc-

tive and inclusive conversation to face this 
challenge. 

Disinformation is not a new phenom-
enon. Quite the contrary: It has been with 
us for quite a long time. In the fifth century 
B.C., one of the greatest military strategists 
of history, Sun Tzu, wrote that all warfare is 
based on deception. However, in the recent 
years, we have been observ-
ing that it has become easi-
er to create and disseminate 
disinformation owing to the 
popularization and the con-
solidation of social media. In 
the Information Age, disinfor-
mation has even surpassed the 
boundaries of being a theoreti-
cal threat and verifiably determined the fate 
of many European societies by influencing 
election and referendum outcomes.

As European societies, one of our dis-
tinguishing characteristics is that we are 
organically grown, bottom-up democracies: 
Our state structures receive their legitima-
cy from the dēmos. Another thing which 
distinguishes us from many other societies 
in the world is that one of our values is the 
freedom of speech: Everybody can express 
their opinion freely.

However, just like all the freedoms, these 
pillars of the Euro-Atlantic institutions and 
structures can easily be manipulated, often 
by manipulation itself. The more we are in 
position to express our opinion, the greater 
the room malevolent sociopolitical actors 
have to disseminate disinformation for var-
ious purposes. Especially social media plat-
forms provide them with an endless ocean 
of possibilities. An intoxicated public sphere 
serves the goals of the challengers to the 
Transatlantic alliance. They are trying to im-

prove and expand their influence in Euro-
pean societies through their efforts to shape 
the public opinion. These efforts include in-
creased investment in state broadcasters to 
propagate personified state policies or direct 
involvement in elections or referenda to in-
fluence or determine their outcomes.

As an example, fake news have played 
a decisive role in the Brexit referendum, 
which led to United Kingdom leaving the 
EU. On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, 

disinformation led to or helped the election 
of a President of the United States. Disinfor-
mation campaigns and fake news are emerg-
ing as a long-term threat to the values and 
the security of the Transatlantic alliance and 
the EU, as the line between information and 
disinformation is fading.

As a journalist, political scientist and cit-
izen, I have observed that the recent years 
have been marked by the normalization of 
disinformation. The extent to which this 
phenomenon has become mundane is con-
cerning. It has become so ordinary that the 
newsworthiness of disinformation cam-
paigns, cyberattacks and various develop-
ments regarding fake news have decreased. 
We are becoming insensitive to it. Over the 
course of the past five years, the issue has 
been discussed on every level and certain 
political steps have been taken, yet I argue 
that these are not sufficient to overcome the 
problem. Neither qualitatively nor quantita-
tively.

The issue has indeed become a main 
topic of discussion at NATO meetings. 
While the world leaders are trying to find a 
solution to the existing problem of foreign 
perpetrated disinformation within our so-
cieties, we should be asking ourselves the 
following pressing questions: How come 
the Transatlantic alliance has not been able 
to efficiently prevent disinformation cam-
paigns before they arrived and infiltrated 
the European and American public spheres? 

Are we not capable of disarm-
ing these threats beyond our 
borders? Is disinformation, by 
its very nature, unstoppable? 
Or is it that we are just not do-
ing enough?

When we talk about the EU, 
we talk about one of the most 
successful supranational orga-

nizations in human history, the majority of 
EU members (21 out of 27) constitute the 
main body of the NATO. The EU is also a 
major world trading power.  Furthermore, 
we, as Europeans, have the aspiration to 
have a more influential say in global politics. 
Under these circumstances, how come we 
almost exclusively blame the hackers em-
ployed by foreign governments for deter-
mining our election results but not search 
for the deficiencies in ourselves and improve 
them?

Disinformation and fake news affect all 
of us in our daily and professional lives, re-
gardless of our occupations, identities and 
political beliefs. The burning topic which we 
will talk about in Bled is about the future, it’s 
about strategy and it’s about conversation.

This is a conversation we have to have 
as Europeans. And the best way to have this 
conversation is to have it in a constructive, 
interactive and inclusive manner. Our goal 
is to constructively contribute to the existing 
strategy against disinformation in an inclu-

Fighting disinformation: the truth 
is still the truth
Countering disinformation through inclusive dialogue
/ By Burak Ünveren, Journalist, BMW Foundation Responsible Leader, Member of the Global Diplomacy Lab (GDL)

Disinformation and fake news affect all of us 
in our daily and professional lives, regardless 

of our occupations, identities and political 
beliefs. 

sive forum in collaboration of experts, pro-
fessionals and citizens from diverse back-
grounds for the future of Europe.

What we want to achieve at this year’s 
Bled Strategic Forum is an interactive de-
bate, in which we will develop solutions that 
will improve the European defense against 
disinformation and fake news. 

We might have the best technologies, 
the best engineers, doctors, journalists, phi-
losophers, poets, machines, bridges… The 
lingua franca of the world, which the entire 
world is eager to learn, might be a European 
one. But if the basis of our society is highly 
vulnerable to manipulation by the post-truth 
or alternative facts, none of that will matter. 
That’s why we immediately need an inclu-
sive conversation to co-develop a sustain-
able, long-term solution to the undeniable 
problem of disinformation. By doing that, 
we need to consult with actors from various 
fields who are dealing with this problem on 
a daily basis: Politicians, journalists, bureau-
crats, fact-checkers, decision-makers on 
cybersecurity issues, researchers, and most 
importantly, citizens.

This is not an easy task, especially when 
MIT researchers find that lies spread faster 
than the truth, owing to their novelty. We 
won’t be able to decontaminate the Europe-
an public sphere overnight. It is going to cost 
us time and energy. But it’s worth it. Let’s not 
forget one thing: The post-truth might be 
attractive, but the truth is still the truth.  
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T
he Conference on the Future of Eu-
rope (CoFoE) can be a historical 
opportunity to improve democratic 

participation and interest among citizens for 
EU affairs. But its success highly depends on 
effective communication.

Communication has been a strategic 
weakness of the EU. With each political 
shock that the EU has faced – from the rat-
ification process of the Maastricht Treaty to 
the constitutional crisis, from the eurozone 
crisis to the Brexit, and finally the Covid-19 
pandemic, the need for effective and inspir-
ing communication to raise public engage-
ment became more apparent.

The EU institutions and leaders have 
been convinced since the early 1990s that 
for a strong, united and successful EU that 
will fulfil the vision upon which it has been 
established, it is necessary to bring the EU 
closer to its citizens and to engage with them 
meaningfully. Echoing the words of Jacques 
Delors, although Europe has begun as an 
“elitist project in which it was believed that 
all that was required was to convince the de-
cision-makers, that phase of benign despo-
tism [was] over.” 

There is a consensus that effective com-
munication is essential for a healthy Euro-
pean democracy and legitimacy of the EU. 
Afterall, the EU is no different from any 
other actor in political life; its success and 
survival depends on how the public perceive 
it and on how the citizens feel empowered 
through their membership in it.

We need to talk about Europe: 
addressing the communication  
deficit of the EU
The CoFoE provides an invaluable opportunity to change how the EU  
communicates by dialogue on the EU on local and national levels 
/ By Elif Çavuşlu, Member of the Global Diplomacy Lab (GDL)

The citizens have a right to information 
to be able to benefit from the opportunities 
that the EU offer, to participate fully in Eu-
ropean politics, and to engage in the debate 
on their future and the future of Europe. 
Furthermore, there is a strong correlation 
between people’s level of knowledge and in-
terest and support for the EU.

As the consultations on the Future of Eu-
rope showed, there is also demand from the 
citizens that the EU actively shows that it’s at 
the service of its citizens by being transpar-
ent and communicating effectively about its 
concrete actions.

Communicating about the EU is a 
shared responsibility

The real challenge is to engage the peo-
ple who have little knowledge of or interest 
in the EU politics and demonstrate the EU’s 
real life impact, value and relevance In the 
last 30 years, the EU institutions have been 
gradually taking steps to improve their di-
rect communication with the people by ex-
plaining the policies, trying to engage the 
disinterested. However, reaching out to and 
engaging almost half a billion people in 24 
languages in today’s crowded communica-
tion environment is an obstacle too big to be 
dealt with by the EU institutions alone.

The European Institutions have only a 
few points of contact with the citizens. They 
mostly rely on their social media accounts 
whose impact is limited; and the citizens 
receive the information on the EU most-
ly from their national news. 
Research shows that commu-
nication by national repre-
sentatives - from government 
or civil society- has a greater 
impact in shaping the percep-
tions of citizens, compared to 
the communication initiatives 
developed by international or-
ganisations.

Disseminating comprehensive and uni-
form messages to all European citizens, lis-
tening to and engaging them is a responsi-
bility that must collaboratively be shared by 
the EU institutions, Member States and all 
pro-EU organisations and individuals. Their 
cooperation can provide more coherent in-
formation, maximize the impact of messag-
es and help reach out to the widest audience. 
It can also make the EU policy-making pro-
cess more understandable and inclusive for 
the public by increasing the visibility of each 
step at local, national and the EU levels.

The CoFoE provides an invaluable 
opportunity to change how the EU com-
municates, with the promise of ‘listening’ 
to the citizens and encouraging dialogue 
on the EU on local and national levels. 
The major success of the CoFoE would be 
generating a momentum that can lead to 
interest and engagement in EU affairs and 
“ever closer Union to its citizens”. However, 

since the inaugural conference, the conver-
sation around CoFoE has been confined to 
a limited circle of ‘elites’. A recent social me-
dia mapping by the data analytics company 
Graphtext shows that Brussels based EU 
actors drive the conversation while there is 
almost non-existent engagement from the 
wider society. So far, around 22,000 individ-
uals and organisations have registered to the 
CoFoE’s digital platform. It is not realistic 
to expect millions of citizens to start en-
gaging on European issues on social media 
and the platform but at the same time the 
current number is worryingly insignificant, 
as it represents less than 0.005% of the EU 
population.

So, what can be done to attract the citi-
zens’ attention to CoFoE when there is less 
than a year left until its conclusion?

Shifting the language
Although the EU is one of the most trans-

parent political organisations and the infor-
mation on EU policies and laws are available 
on the Commission, the Parliament and the 
Council’s websites for the perusal of all cit-
izens, it is hard to navigate them if you are 
not familiar with the EU jargon.

As Pat Cox once said, “Europe is not 
short of information but short of commu-
nication.” Jargon and technocratic language 
are the biggest barriers for achieving the 
transparency the EU desires. This only re-
inforces the idea that the EU is run by de-
tached elites.

“EU literacy” is very low among the 
general public. Until there is an EU-wide, 
mandatory European citizenship class, there 
will always be confusion and lack of under-
standing about what the EU does and how 
it does it.

To extend the target of the EU commu-
nication from a very specialized audience 
to the wider public, a language shift is nec-
essary. A clear and simpler language with a 
focus on the Europe of values and a Europe 
that has a direct impact on people’s lives has 
more potential to speak to the hearts and 
minds of the Europeans. This type of com-
munication is more risky in terms of trigger-
ing challenging discussions. But so far, the 
‘safer’ style of communication with a tech-
nocratic mindset, that mostly focuses on ‘in-
forming’ rather than ‘dialogic engagement’, 
has not been successful in communicating 
the accomplishments and value of the EU 
effectively. The words of Robert Schuman 

on world peace apply to the European proj-
ect too: “(it) cannot be safeguarded without 
the making of creative efforts proportionate 
to the dangers which threaten it.”

Building social proof for pro-
Europeanism

As social beings, people tend to check 
the appropriateness of their opinions and 
behaviours in reference to other people, 
through social comparison. This is called 
social proof. This psychological and social 
phenomenon stems from people’s inclina-
tion to trust others’ opinions and desire to 
conform. Disinformation campaigns work 

by creating ‘faked’ social proof, 
changing people’s perceptions 
by ‘fabricating’ opinions.

Exposure to information 
on European politics and en-
gagement in political discus-
sions increase citizens’ interest 
and engagement in European 
affairs. If this information is 
negative and the public space 

is dominated by Eurosceptic discourse, the 
undecided and uniformed people will be 
more susceptible to the negative social proof 
around the EU.

For this reason, reacting to events and 
setting the right narrative early is import-
ant. Unfortunately, Eurosceptic messaging 
is more visible, especially because negative 
content attracts more attention.

To counter this, the EU institutions and 
the member states must encourage national 
and local policymakers, communities, civil 
society leaders and young people to play a 
more active role in creating a positive dia-
logue space about the EU and multiplying 
the positive messages.

The CoFoE can help with opening up 
new fora for debate and information sharing 
and creating a social stamp of ‘approval’ for 
the EU. 

“If there was an award for 
the worst communication 
strategy in the history of 
world politics, the European 
Union would be a serious 
contender.” Prof. Alexander Stubb

The EU is no different from any other actor 
in political life; its success and survival 

depends on how the public perceive it and 
on how the citizens feel empowered through 

their membership in it.
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F
or the second time within a year, the 
adoption of the negotiating frame-
work for North Macedonia has been 

vetoed by Bulgaria. This veto caused a se-
rious harm not only to its western neigh-
bour but also to Albania, hindering both 
countries from further progress on their 
European path. After receiving much an-
ticipated green light on the opening of the 
accession talks by the European Council in 
March 2020, the process turned into yet an-
other turmoil. For North Macedonia, which 
received the candidate status already in 2005 
as one of the first countries in the region, the 
situation painfully resembles the long-last-
ing dispute with Greece which was only 
settled by the Prespa Agreement three years 
ago. With the amount of political capital in-
vested into the accession process, the time 
is running short for the EU to deliver on its 
promise of a credible EU perspective for the 
Western Balkans. 

The deal with Greece was a showcase 
example of North Macedonia’s strong com-
mitment to the membership in the EU. The 
country displayed impressive improvements 
in only few years after it freed itself from the 
authoritarian regime of Nikola Gruevski. In 
Albania, the government is also implement-
ing some major and difficult reforms which 
are necessary for its European future. As 
the negotiations with Montenegro and Ser-
bia have been stagnating for past few years, 
the start of accession talks with Albania and 
especially North Macedonia presented a 
much-needed impulse that could highlight 
the progress in the region, put pressure on 
stagnating countries and generally revitalize 
the enlargement agenda, once seen as the 
strongest tool in EU’s Foreign Policy. In-
stead, the process is put on hold, and it can 
last years, if not longer, to resolve the issue. 
By then, many argue that the perspective of 
joining the EU might not be interesting any-
more for the countries of the Western Bal-
kans as there are other geopolitical actors 
offering closer ties

In fact, the EU already lost most of its 
credibility in the Western Balkans, be it be-
cause of its lukewarm and ever-changing 
approach to the enlargement agenda, lack 
of understanding of the region, or lately also 
due to its approach during the Covid-19 cri-
sis. Although there are still many shortcom-
ings that have to be addressed 
and various challenges ahead 
for the Western Balkan coun-
tries, it seems that the main 
problem for any future en-
largement lies within the EU 
itself.

It would be very easy to 
put the blame solely on Bul-
garia and argue that the EU 
enlargement to the Western Balkans as 
such is well under way as many new tools 
have been implemented, such as the revised 
methodology or new investment packages. 
However, the recent vetoes are only part 
of a broader problem as Bulgaria only fol-
lowed a playbook that was used many times 
before. Unanimous decision-making in the 
Council on the enlargement policy is one of 
the crucial problems that provides space for 
misuse driven by nationalistic tendencies. 
Moreover, the current situation is setting 
a dangerous precedent by opening the for-
mally technical and merit-based accession 
process to sensitive questions of national 
identity and interpretation of history. Espe-
cially in the context of the Western Balkans, 
this opening of Pandora’s box of nationalism 
would put the perspective of any future en-
largements into a serious danger.

As argued by various experts1, the only 
way to ensure sustainability of the enlarge-
ment policy is for the EU to adopt Quali-
fied Majority Voting (QMV) in the process 
which would provide more effective and fair 
evaluation of the progress made by candi-
date countries. If the EU really wants to sup-
port its future enlargement, the adoption of 
the QMV in this area would be a first neces-
sary step, implemented hand in hand with 

a significant increase in funds available to 
the Western Balkan countries. Despite the 
often-emphasised financial support to the 
region from the EU, in comparison to the 
funds available to EU member states it is still 
a mere fraction. For example, the current 
budget approved for the financing from IPA 

III2 for the WB6 is more than eight times 
smaller compared to funds available in the 
period of 2021-2027 to Romania, which is 
by size, population and various other factors 
an ideal comparison to the region.3 With 
such discrepancies, it is hardly imaginable, 
that the WB6 would ever be able to “catch-
up” with the EU economically and is there-
fore understandable that these countries are 
exploring other opportunities how to im-
prove their economic situation, no matter 
how short-sighted. 

However, when discussing the future of 
EU enlargement, it is necessary to address 
the elephant in the room. Do the EU mem-
ber states actually want further enlargement 
of the block? Or do they prefer status quo in 
which blocks on the road such as the Bulgar-
ian veto actually serve the interests of many 
other countries? There is a clear divergence 
between member states that support or op-
pose the enlargement and there is a valid 
reasoning on both sides. However, the West-
ern Balkans are part of Europe, surrounded 
by EU member states, and belong to the EU 
not only geographically but also culturally 
and economically. The EU can hardly fulfil 
its aspirations to act as a global power if it 
does not consolidate its influence in its own 
backyard. And the history showed that the 

The future of the EU enlargement is 
at stake and the blame is not only on 
the candidate countries’ side
With the amount of political capital invested into the accession process, the time is running 
short for the EU to deliver on its promise of a credible EU perspective for the Western Balkans 
/ By Žiga Faktor, Head of Brussels Office, EUROPEUM Institute for European Policy

When discussing the future of EU 
enlargement, it is necessary to address the 

elephant in the room. Do the EU member 
states actually want further enlargement of 

the block? 

most efficient and sustainable way how to 
achieve stability and prosperity is through 
the EU enlargement policy, despite its many 
shortcomings. The Western Balkans can 
neither be omitted from discussions on 
many crucial aspects of EU policies such 
as migration, security and defence, climate 

policy or foreign policy. Simply 
put, there is no version of EU’s 
future without the Western Bal-
kans included.

The continuation of EU en-
largement also ties closely to 
the very core EU values as the 
spirit of openness of the Euro-
pean family based on shared 
values to new members is en-

compassed already in the founding treaties. 
The EU hasn’t lost its transformative power 
yet; it just lacks the will to enforce it. Albania 
and North Macedonia have the potential to 
turn into a success story of the enlargement 
policy and inspire the rest of the region to 
step up their transformation efforts. But it 
is now up to the EU Member States to hold 
a sincere and open discussion on their po-
sitions towards the enlargement. The Pres-
idency in the European Council provides 
Slovenia, a strong advocate for the Western 
Balkans, with a great opportunity to bring 
this topic to the table. If it turns out that the 
EU is not willing to support the enlargement 
further, then be it. The current status quo is 
damaging the EU’s reputation outside of the 
block and most importantly it plays with the 
lives of citizens in the Western Balkans.  

N O T E S :

1  E.g. Cvijić, Srdjan et al. https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/
uploads/42290bc0-c7f1-43cc-9932-c1bd6901a136/from-en-
largement-to-the-unification-of-europe-20190628.pdf

2  https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/default/
files/ipa_factsheet_2021.pdf

3  Bonomi, Matteo; In Search of EU Strategic Autonomy: What 
Role for the Western Balkans? https://www.iai.it/sites/default/
files/9788893682008.pdf
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D
igitalisation is entering every facet 
of life and digital transformation 
of our economies and societies will 

only quicken, expand and deepen, especial-
ly after the Covid-19 pandemic. It does not 
only contribute to productivity and efficien-
cy, but also to broader socio-economic de-
velopment. 

This especially holds true for Central 
and Eastern Europe where digitalisation 
promises to be a spark that will reignite ro-
bust growth the region experienced in the 
last two decades. When Covid-19 struck 
in 2020 and large parts of the economy and 
social life stopped, the region, like the rest 
of the world, increasingly turned to digital 
tools and solutions, trying to mitigate the 
negative effects of the necessary closure of 
public life. 

Instantly adopting a wide variety of digi-
tal solutions, most non-European, made the 
EU become aware of what is often perceived 
as EU’s over-dependence on third countries’ 
providers of hardware and software. Con-
cerns on privacy, industrial espionage and 
data gathering and data usage provided im-
petus for calls to include the digital sector 
into the EU’s quest for strategic autonomy. 

The Commission is trying to assert that 
strategic autonomy means simply giving 
the EU a choice, reducing the dependency 
to better defend the EU’s interests and val-
ues. Raising resilience, thus making the EU 
better prepared for future threats is also an 
important and undeniably valuable aim of 
strategic autonomy. Nevertheless, due to 
high potential for digitalisation as the next 
driver of growth in CEE, any and all ac-
tions, that may limit this potential are met 
with stark scepticism and mistrust. Strategic 
autonomy is therefore still often feared as a 
tool, a disguise for self-sufficiency, for dis-
rupting market conditions that helped CEE 
develop remarkably well since the end of the 
Cold war. Self-sufficiency would deprive the 
CEE of the tools for the growth they need 
and expect.

Even if self-sufficiency in the digital sec-
tor is not the aim, strategic autonomy still 
stirs negative reactions and emotions from 
the countries of CEE. Firstly, because it rests 
on four conditions (cybersecurity, technol-
ogy, infrastructure and services), some of 
which are not easily achieved 
and would require huge pub-
lic investments for uncertain 
results.

Secondly, it would be open-
ing a new front, a further di-
vision with the USA. Most of 
CEE feel close to the USA in 
terms of values and especial-
ly in terms of security. If anything, Europe 
should mend the relationship with the USA 
and not endanger it. 

Thirdly, if strategic autonomy does lead 
to any sort of self-sufficiency, it threatens to 
deprive CEE of top-class digital tools and 
solutions. “Reinventing the wheel”, trying to 
establish anew tools and solutions that al-
ready exist, with the only difference of them 
being European, may lead to waste of public 
money, it may produce less-than-optimal 
results and most importantly, it undermines 
the potential of digitalisation on economic 
growth. Digitalisation must happen now 
and not in five or ten years, when European 
equivalents to current, non-European dig-
ital software is made available. CEE needs 
digital transformation now. 

Fourthly, strategic autonomy is in na-
ture a reactive approach, forcefully trying 
to change the reality that is already here. 
Instead, a proactive approach, whereby cre-
ating the necessary conditions (like market 
size, harmonised standards and cybersecu-
rity to name a few) must be pursued. The 
fast pace of change of digitalisation means 
that we must be looking forward to the next 
round, the next line of solutions and ser-
vices, because the world will look different 
in five or ten years from now.

Last but not least, it is important that 
with ‘strategic autonomy’ we do not send 
out the wrong message – a message of isola-

tion. Europe was able to flourish due to free 
trade as it built trust among partners. 

Instead, the message we need and ought 
to be sending is one of ambition, that we 
have the aspiration to be able to compete 
with the world. That we are actively engag-
ing and not disconnecting. Engagement will 
be crucial in the coming years when global 
digital standards are set. Having the power 
to shape these future standards is going to be 
the best and possibly only way to safeguard 
our values of human rights and democra-
cy. If we are not part of the global economy 
and global society, then we cannot influence 
what’s happening with the world around us. 
One way of achieving that is by partnering 
with other digitally strong and like-minded 
countries (like the USA), but the other way 
should be much more appealing - becoming 
a digital powerhouse ourselves. 

This will not happen via excessive regu-
lation, but by creating a conductive digital 
environment. CEE should find such a path 
especially appealing. It is lagging behind in 
terms of digitalisation1 and therefore has the 
most to gain.

To create such an environment, national 
and EU wide policies will be necessary. Dig-
ital world is fast paced and quickly chang-
ing, therefore national strategies that boost 
digital literacy and enable people to adapt 
are indispensable. Investment in digital in-
frastructure as a key enabler of digitalisation 
is also critical. Small and medium enterpris-
es often lack the knowledge and resources 

to embrace digitalisation and 
then keep up the pace with the 
speed of change. Policies that 
support their continued digi-
talisation and operation should 
be devised. 

But only so little can be 
achieved by individual coun-
tries alone. Many positive ef-

fects of digitalisation can and will only be 
achieved if regional (CEE) and EU-wide co-
operation and policies are in place. Firstly, 
a common vision on how to harness digital 
transformation is needed. All countries in 
the region and in the EU must benefit from 
it. Secondly, competition in the information 
and communications technology must be 
ensured – it is the primary driver for inno-
vation. Thirdly, harmonisation of national 
standards will be unavoidable as it is the only 
way of achieving a true digital single mar-
ket. This alone has the power to create the 
necessary economies of scale and financing 
that support innovation, new and emerging 
technologies, companies and business mod-
els. Harmonisation will also usher interop-
erability that supports the internet of things 
(IoT) and Industry 4.0 that depend on inter-

Making or breaking  
EU’s digital aspirations
Regional perspective on avoiding the pitfalls of strategic  
autonomy and advancing towards a thriving digital future   
/ By Tine Šušteršič, Project Manager, Centre for European Perspective (CEP)

Due to high potential for digitalisation as 
the next driver of growth in CEE, any and all 
actions, that may limit this potential are met 

with stark scepticism and mistrust.

connectivity, automation, machine learning, 
and real-time data. The increasing reality of 
data-driven (global) economy also calls for 
enhanced consumer protection. The con-
sumer must have trust that its personal data 
is safe and secure, that is being used wise-
ly and in his service. Only this way can we 
ensure the increased usage and data sharing 
that the IoT demands. Last but not least, cy-
bersecurity must be enhanced, as means of 
building trust. Trust will determine whether 
we fully embrace the digital future or not. 

And while I have been generalizing, 
it is important to note that there are great 
differences in the level of digital infrastruc-
ture and digitalization of society within and 
among countries. The path towards a digi-
tally advanced society is therefore not a uni-
form process; instead, it requires a carefully 
crafted and nuanced approach, based on 
openness and competition. Because as much 
as we see the positives in digitalisation, we 
must not allow it to be yet another driver/
factor of social stratification, of further di-
vision between developed and underdevel-
oped. Central and Eastern Europe wants 
better than that and deserves better than 
that. 

N O T E S :

1  Novak, J., Purta, M., Marciniak, T., Ignatowicz, K., Rozenbaum, 
K., & Yearwood, K. (2018). The rise of Digital Challengers: How 
digitization can become the next growth engine for Central and 
Eastern Europe. Pridobljeno iz Digital/McKinsey: https://digital-
challengers.mckinsey.com/
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H
is new book on the lessons of the 
pandemics for Europe, The seven 
revelations (Sedem razodetij, Zaloz-

ba Totaliteta publishings, September 2021) is 
published this September in Slovenian.  

The future of common European 
values in a system of nation states.

The future of Europe is not always a 
tangible or quantifiable concept. The EU 
is composed from a patchwork of different 
historical, social and political experiences 
localised in its member states. Has the EU’s 
Covid-19 pandemic response and solidar-
ity changed how Europe is perceived?

The motto of the EU is United in diversi-
ty and this motto translates itself nowadays 
into concrete political, cultural and social 
realities. By essence, the European project 
respects the diversity of histories, political 
and social experiences and cultural prac-
tices. At the same time, it is based upon 
shared fundamental common values such 
as the dignity of the human being, the ban-
ning of death penalty, the effective respect 
of fundamental rights such as the one of the 
European Convention of Human Rights,…
it promotes liberties such as the freedom 
of critical thinking, the freedom of move-
ment... In addition, when citizens are con-
sulted on their concerns for the future of 
Europe, it appears that they share the same 
concerns across various members states. 
The WeEuropeans consultation conducted 
just before the European Parliament elec-
tions early 2019 is extremely important. It is 
a remarkable state of play of what European 
citizens think to the extent it reached 38 mil-
lion European citizens in 27 countries while 
an opinion survey usually reaches some 

dozens of thousands of citizens. This citizen 
consultation shows that the European citi-
zens, whatever the country, share the same 
priorities for the future of Europe: promo-
tion of sustainable development; defence of 
a transparent and more inclusive democracy 
and fight against corruption; attachment to 
a social model, which promotes health for 
everybody; social rights; fair taxation with 
no exception for transnational companies 
such as the GAFA (Google, Amazon, Face-
book, Apple) as well as investment in re-
search and education.   

These values and concerns indicate that 
the EU is much more than a patchwork of 
nations, it is also a community of rights, 
liberties, values and a community of desti-
ny without precedent in the human History. 
It constitutes what I would name a “Great 
society”. While the awareness of this com-
munity is not developed enough within the 
minds of leaders and citizens, this commu-
nity is still a reality: what gathers us is much 
stronger than what divides us. The Covid-19 
pandemic revealed that the spirit of solidar-
ity is much more rooted than what could 
have been expected. The European Council 
agreement on the 750 billion Euros recovery 
plan in July 2020 required only some weeks 
and it was widely supported by European 
citizens everywhere in the Member states. 
There was no debate on the fact that the EU 
should promote equal access to the vaccine 
for every citizen. This appeared to be natu-
ral whereas the EU had no competence in 
this field. It would not have been the case 
in any other place of the world. This means 
that the EU is much more than a system of 
national states, it is also a de facto transna-
tional political community.  However, in 

the public debate the emphasis is placed on 
what divides us and or on the failures of the 
EU rather than on what unites us and on the 
successes of the EU. What unites us is clearly 
stronger than what divides us. The success-
es of the EU are also many more numerous 
than its failures.  

The future of the EU from the 
standpoint of Covid-19.

The EU has been strongly affected by 
the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, which 
shook the foundations of Europe’s eco-
nomic, social and political structures. 
While responses are in action, the search 
for comprehensive solutions continues. 
How will the Covid-19 pandemic affect 
the future of the EU?

With the benefit of hindsight, we can ob-
serve the performance of the European re-
sponse compared to the one of the financial 
and economic crisis of 2008-2012 but also 
to what is done is most other countries in 
the world.  The EU has developed for the 
first time a systemic approach: With respect 
to the monetary field, the European Central 
Bank has been supporting without limits the 
economy. This support combined with the 
European recovery plan has prevented from 
a major economic, financial and social cri-
sis. In the social field, the SURE program, a 
new EU instrument to mitigate unemploy-
ment risks, was very efficient. In the health 
domain, the EU has conducted a consistent 
strategy to speed up vaccine development 
and favour access to all EU citizens… In 
terms of vaccination, if we started some 
weeks after the EU, we caught up our delay 
relatively rapidly. Without this European 
response, most member states would have 

27 as one
European Union stronger and more united post-Brexit
/ Interview with Guillaume Klossa, Founding President of think tank EuropaNova

been in a situation of political, economic, 
social and sanitary predicament as it is the 
case in most South American countries. 
The EU has proven its added value, but the 
communication is inexistent or very poor. It 
is the role of a presidency of the Council of 
the European Union to communicate on the 
successes of the European Union. There is 
an opportunity to share a realistic positive 
narrative of the EU. In this respect, the re-
sponsibility of Slovenia during its presiden-
cy is high.  

The tools (i.e. the increased budget with 
the recovery plan, the SURE program…) 
which have been deployed have been im-
plemented for a temporary period. The 
question is now if they should become per-
manent tools. Should they become perma-
nent, it would mean that the EU makes the 
choice of a federal way and consequently the 
choice of becoming a great power, it would 
certainly be the choice of reason in a peri-
od where European interests and values are 
challenged every day and everywhere in the 
world.

But for me the real key moment is the 
one when Europeans decided to favour 
equal access to the vaccine for every citizen 
of the European Union. It is a turning point 
to the extent that the EU has shown for the 
first time that it was able to protect concrete-
ly and immediately the life of each European 
citizen no matter his/her country of origin 
or social class. The EU is not any more a far 
concept, it becomes a reality of everyday life. 
It is a major shift.
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EU’s foreign policy - From vaccine 
diplomacy to a new post-Brexit 
reality.

The relationship with a post-Brexit 
Britain remains an open issue. What is 
the short-term and longer-term impact 
of Brexit on the EU? However, no certain 
guarantees have been made that this new 
relationship will be fostered on the best of 
terms. How close will EU-UK relations be 
after the divorce agreement has been ful-
ly implemented and how must the EU act 
to prevent the recurrence of Brexit? What 
will EU- UK relations look like in the com-
ing decade? Will it have a significant im-
pact on the geopolitics of Europe? 

First, let us remark that ‘pro-Brexiteers’ 
speculated that their success would contrib-
ute towards dividing the EU Member states 
and would have a domino effect with other 
countries leaving the EU. It was a total mis-
take. The exact contrary happened. The 27 
member states have been rarely so united 
and, paradoxically, if you look at the Euro-
barometer, the citizen attachment to the EU 
is going through a new golden era nearly 
everywhere in Europe since the Brexit ref-
erendum in June 2016. In fact Brexit fur-
ther raised awareness about the importance 
of the European project, particularly at the 
time when we are seeing the rise of Chinense 
the Russian threats and the inconsistence of 
the United States, which worry many Euro-
pean citizens. It is striking to observe that in 
the Euro countries, there are no major polit-
ical parties advocating for withdrawal from 
the Euro system. In the recent past, Rassem-
blement National in France and Liga in Italy 
touted for withdrawing from the Euro. This 
is not the case anymore, because the voters of 
these parties do not support and they do not 
wish their country to get out the EU. This is 
also the case in countries such as Poland or 
Hungary, where public opinion is massively 
pro-European. When Dutch Premier Rutte 
suggested last July that Hungary could leave 
the EU, Premier Orban answered that this 
was out of question. He did so because Hun-
garian citizens want to remain.

A short-term positive consequence of 
Brexit is a quick and united European sys-

temic response to the pandemic crisis. For 
example, the SURE program or the Europe-
an recovery plan would have been impossi-
ble with the Brits onboard. The UK would 
have refused to put these topics at the agen-
da of the European Council, so it would not 
even have been possible to discuss these top-
ics between heads of state and government. 
This means that the UK’s exit has opened 
the universe of possibility for closer cooper-
ation in the European Union. 

In addition, let us hypothesize Brexit has 
not achieved its desired outcome for the 
United Kingdom. Paradoxically the depen-
dency of the UK on the EU has increased 
without henceforth the UK having any say 
in the future of EU. Contrary to what the 
British government claimed, the vaccines 
were made possible thanks to the funding by 

the EU. It is the European Research Council, 
a federal EU body, which funded the funda-
mental research of the Oxford lab which led 
to the development of AstraZeneca vaccine, 
the same way it funded the BionTech vac-
cine. A third of the vaccines administered to 
British citizens was imported from the EU. 
If the EU had refused to export them, the 
British vaccination campaign would have 
been a debacle and a political turmoil would 
have possibly ousted Premier Johnson. The 
UK thought it could rely on the supply of 
vaccines by India, a member of the Com-
monwealth, but it was an illusion. The UK 
also thought its special relationship with the 
US would allow the country to be consulted 
in major US geopolitical choices, such as the 
conditions of exit from Afghanistan, it was 
not the case. The myth of Global Britain is 

de facto dead in the water. In addition, the 
level of trust between the member states and 
the UK has never been so low, bilateral rela-
tionships have never been so bad. Now trust 
needs to be rebuilt. If not, the relationship 
between the EU and the UK will be very 
difficult. Regarding the geopolitical conse-
quences of Brexit, the pandemic had, para-
doxically, a positive effect for the EU. Indeed 
it reduced the external impact of Brexit on 
the EU or rather the consequences of Brex-
it appeared as a secondary issue compared 
to the management of the pandemics in 
the EU. In the UK however the negative ef-
fects of Covid-19 pandemic and Brexit were 
combined and magnified the gravity of the 
situation. For an external observer, the UK 
could become a satellite of both the US and 
the EU. This was not the wish of the Brits.   
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T
he security threats are the same for 
both sides of the Atlantic. Adversar-
ies, either state or non-state actors 

or both, do not need to carry out deliberate 
attacks to cause damage. Nowadays, state 
and non-state actors are exploiting all op-
portunities to undermine the deterrence 
and defense capabilities of NATO mem-
ber-states and the EU, to create 
distrust and undermine the 
unity among the allies. To that 
end, both NATO and EU need 
a shared understanding of the 
security challenges within and 
outside the regions. 

In the 1990s, Russia was 
treated as a partner in all NATO 
operations in the Western Bal-
kans and China did not project 
its interests into the European 
space. Today both China and Russia are ac-
tively pursuing their interests in Europe and 
Western Balkans region and these interest 
are not aligned with ours.  Both China and 
Russia have expressed willingness to invest 
in the strategic infrastructure in Europe and 
in Western Balkan countries.

Russia has a long-standing political and 
strategic interest in Western Balkans re-
gion. Russia considers itself as natural ally 
and ‘savior’ of the Orthodox Slavs through 
which it exerts its political influence in the 
region. Most importantly, Russia considers 
the Western Balkans as a geo-strategically 
important transport hub for the supply of 
gas and oil to Europe. 

Most of the EU and Western Balkan 
countries mark an increase of natural gas 
dependency, which is dominantly imported 
from Russia. Natural gas dependency in EU 
reached 89.5% in 2019 which is an increase 

of +5.7% compared to 2018,2 by having Rus-
sia as the main supplier of natural gas, crude 
oil and hard coal to the EU for the period 
2009-2019.3 While diversification of the en-
ergy market contributes towards reducing 
the prices of energy commodities, however, 
the other hand, with the new operational gas 
pipeline systems (Balkan Stream and Turk 

Stream) Russia’s political influence in the 
Central and South-Eastern Europe is likely 
to grow. 

China has expressed willingness to in-
vest in strategic infrastructure across EU, 
whereas the Western Balkans region is of 
particular interest for China because it lies 
between the port of Piraeus in Greece (67% 
of which was acquired by the Chinese state-
owned company COSCO in 2016) and the 
European Common Market. Chinese com-
panies control significant amounts of trans-
portation infrastructure systems in Europe, 
and heavily invest in the Belgrade-Budapest 
railway, highways that connect Belgrade 
with Sarajevo, Montenegro’s Port of Bar with 
Belgrade, as well as the international airport 
in Tirana. Another key interest is the Port of 
Durres. For the period 2007-2017, the con-
struction projects as part of the China’s 17+1 
initiative were worth EUR 12.2bn in loans 

for 16 CESEE countries, out of which 29.4% 
goes to Serbia, 20.7% goes to Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and 7.5% goes to Montenegro.4 
The huge loans offered by Chinese banks 
increase the debt-to-GDP ratio for many 
countries, leading to political dependency. 

Like Russia, China has expressed inter-
ests for investment in the energy sector too. 

One of the largest Chinese in-
vestments in Albania is the in-
vestment in the largest oil com-
pany, Bankers Petroleum,5 as 
well as investments in the ener-
gy sector (coal and hydro pow-
er plants) in Albania, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Montenegro 
and Serbia. However, serious 
environmental concerns have 
been raised on the operation 
of the coal plants by Chinese 

companies, because they do not comply 
with the EU environmental standards and 
are contributing towards the air pollution in 
the region.6 

The EU and Western Balkan countries 
have to recognize that China is not only a 
trade partner, but a security challenge as 
well. Russia and China are currently acting 
in a synchronized manner and it looks like 
they are complementary in their efforts to 
take control over the crucial transporta-
tion (land, sea, air) and energy supply net-
works in EU and the Western Balkans. It 
goes without saying that keeping Western 
Balkan countries outside of the European 
Union heats-up the ‘Euroscepticism’ in the 
region, thereby opening the door a greater 
influence not only by Russia and China, but 
also by other non-state actors. In the future, 
the Western Balkans will be the main battle-
field in defense of the common democratic 

Sino-Russian strategic intentions
Western Balkans as a springboard for Russia’s and China’s geostrategic positioning  
vis-à-vis EU and NATO
/ By Elmas Hasanovikj1, Adviser for Defense Policy, Ministry of Defense, Republic of North Macedonia

Russia and China act in a synchronized 
manner and it looks like they are 

complementary in their efforts to take 
control over the crucial transportation (land, 
sea, air) and energy supply networks in EU 

and the Western Balkans.

Neither Russia nor China 
can provide Western Balkan 
countries with a long-term 
viable alternative to their EU 
and NATO membership.

values from the Sino-Russian attempts to 
undermine it.

The EU and Western Balkan countries 
must set the rules and principles of action 
(restriction) limiting the extent China and 
Russia can invest and penetrate in the re-
gion. Additionally, strict controls and pro-
cedures should be imposed and greater 
accountability and responsibility should be 
demanded from the Chinese and Russian 
companies when operating in the Euro-At-
lantic area.

To that end, the countries from the Eu-
ro-Atlantic area should strengthen the na-
tional and collective resilience through the 
implementation of the whole-of-govern-
ment and whole-of-society approach: in 
the first step the civil-military cooperation 
should be strengthened to include civilian 
and military actors, bodies and organiza-
tions in the civil preparedness and defense 
policy planning. Additionally, by establish-
ing an effective and rapid communication 
tools in peace, crisis and conflict situations, 
the cyber resilience would be strengthened. 
This can be achieved through a collective 
engagement, by sharing knowledge and ex-
pertise and execution of joint exercises and 
trainings for strengthening the interopera-
bility of resilience. 

Finally, neither Russia nor China can 
provide Western Balkan countries with a 
long-term viable alternative to their EU 
and NATO membership. Russia and Chi-
na are just exploiting the current situation, 
and they use the Western Balkans as a tool 
for geo-strategic positioning and as a bar-
gaining chip vis-à-vis the EU, NATO and 
the United States. Now, it is on the political 
leadership of the EU and the Western Bal-
kan countries to decide which path they 
would like to take!   

N O T E S :

1  The opinions and comments expressed in this article are 
personal opinions of the author, and not necessarily reflects the 
interest and position of the institution where the author works.

2  https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/
Natural_gas_supply_statistics

3  https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?ti-
tle=Energy_production_and_imports

4  https://www.eib.org/attachments/efs/infrastructure_investment_
in_the_western_balkans_en.pdf 

5  https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=194afc48-
b3be-e3bc-d1da-02771a223f73&groupId=252038

5  https://investmentmonitor.ai/business-activities/extractive-in-
dustries/how-china-is-enabling-an-environmental-crisis-in-the-
balkans
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Adventure at every turn 
Slovenia is the perfect option for a Euro-

pean adventure. 
Where better to start your adventure 

than Slovenia’s capital. Ljubljana was named 
the Green Capital of Europe in 2016 and 
you’ll soon discover why as you wander the 
many green spaces or enjoy a coffee along 
the leafy banks of the River Ljubljanica, 
which flows through its heart. 

The city’s famous central market and 
relaxed restaurants bustle with local people 
seeking out the freshest Slovenian produce 
while the beautiful architecture of Slovenia’s 
great architect Jože Plečnik makes walking 
the cobbled streets a true delight. 

Another undeniable Instagram-worthy 
highlight is Bled. Lake Bled is perhaps Slo-
venia’s most famous natural beauty - a pic-
ture-postcard church perched on a small 
islet surrounded by emerald green waters 
and the peaks of the mighty Julian Alps in 
the backdrop. 

Adventurers can enjoy Bled’s many hik-
ing, biking canyoning and watersports op-
portunities while those who appreciate a 
slower pace can indulge in a slice of tradi-
tional Bled cream cake at one of the many 
cafes that populate the shoreline. 

Alternatively, journey to the coast. Slove-
nia’s coastline is modest yet beautiful, with 
a handful of sun-drenched coastal towns 
famous for their production of wine, olive 
oil and salt. Of Slovenia’s three main seaside 
towns - Koper, Izola and Piran - it is Piran 
that is most impressive. With its Venetian 
Gothic architecture, Piran’s Old Town is one 
of the best-preserved historical towns any-
where in the Mediterranean.

Adventure even awaits underground at 
Postojna Caves. This subterranean paradise 
is one of the world’s most captivating caves 
with magnificent cave formations and di-
verse fauna. Postojna Cave boasts towering 
mountains, murmuring rivers and vast sub-

terranean halls, not to mention Postojna’s 
most iconic inhabitant; the famous ‘baby 
dragon’.

Europe’s new culinary capital 
In recent years Slovenia has established 

itself as one of Europe’s most exciting cu-
linary destinations. The country has been 
named European Region of Gastronomy 
2021 and a new Michelin guide to Slove-
nia has been unveiled to celebrate the chefs 
helping raise Slovenian cuisine to new 
heights. Amongst these is Ana Ros, named 
the world’s best female chef in 2017 and now 
proud owner of two Michelin stars at her 
restaurant Hiša Franko 

And what better to accompany first class 
food than first class wine? Slovenian wine-
making tradition goes back centuries. The 
fertile soil accommodates 52 varieties of 
vine including the country’s own ‘Teran’, a 
full bodied wine grown from the rich red 
soils of the Karst region. 

A Green&Safe destination for 
tourists

Already considered one of the world’s 
safest and greenest countries, Slovenia 
has gone one step further and created the 
GREEN&SAFE responsible travel standard 
to ensure that travellers remain safe as tour-
ism reopens. In fact, Slovenia was one of the 
first countries in the world to receive a Safe 
Travels Stamp from the World Travel and 
Tourism Council.  

The GREEN&SAFE label represents Slo-
venia’s commitment to responsible, green, 
and safe tourism. It has only been presented 
to those tourism businesses and destinations 
that guarantee travellers the highest possible 
hygiene standards and protocols. What’s 
more, Slovenia’s tourism sector is also a pri-
ority in terms of the country’s vaccination 
efforts to help keep travellers safe. 

The country is also home to what has 
been voted the world’s best orange wine, a 
floral, honey-colored variety unique to the 
Goriška Brda region. The Vipava Valley, one 
of Slovenia’s most prominent wine growing 
areas, is just an hour’s drive from Ljubljana.

Slovenia is one of Europe’s best-kept secrets, as well as being one of its greenest and safest coun-
tries. Sharing a border with the north of Italy, this is a land of natural beauty and diversity where the 
warm Mediterranean breeze rolls in towards the Alps and where mountains, rivers and thermal wa-
ters combine to create one of the greenest natural playgrounds on earth.

SLOVENIA - one of Europe’s  
greenest and safest countries
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Getting around BSF: Map of Bled
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1 Festival Hall Bled
2 IEDC
3 Hotel Krim
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5 Grand Hotel Toplice
6 Hotel Lovec
7 Hotel Kompas
8 Hotel Golf
9 Hotel Savica
10 Hotel Vila Bled

Conference venues
 
1 Bled Festival Hall (Cesta svobode 11) 
2 IEDC – Bled School of Management (Prešernova 33)
5 Grand Hotel Toplice (Cesta svobode 12) 
7 Kompas Hotel Bled (Cankarjeva 2)
8 Hotel Golf (Cankarjeva 4) 
11 Hotel Astoria (Prešernova 44) 

BSF official hotels 

4 Hotel Park (Cesta svobode 15)
5 Grand Hotel Toplice (Cesta svobode 12) 
6 Best Western Premier Hotel Lovec (Ljubljanska cesta 6)
7 Kompas Hotel Bled (Cankarjeva 2)
8 Hotel Golf (Cankarjeva 4)
10 Vila Bled (Cesta svobode 18) 
11 Hotel Astoria  (Prešernova 44) 
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Conference venues
 
1 Bled Festival Hall (Cesta svobode 11) 
2 IEDC – Bled School of Management (Prešernova 33)
5 Grand Hotel Toplice (Cesta svobode 12) 
7 Kompas Hotel Bled (Cankarjeva 2)
8 Hotel Golf (Cankarjeva 4) 
11 Hotel Astoria (Prešernova 44) 

BSF official hotels 

4 Hotel Park (Cesta svobode 15)
5 Grand Hotel Toplice (Cesta svobode 12) 
6 Best Western Premier Hotel Lovec (Ljubljanska cesta 6)
7 Kompas Hotel Bled (Cankarjeva 2)
8 Hotel Golf (Cankarjeva 4)
10 Vila Bled (Cesta svobode 18) 
11 Hotel Astoria  (Prešernova 44) 

 1 Bled Festival Hall (Cesta svobode 11) 
 2 Hotel Krim (Ljubljanska 7)
 3 Hotel Park (Cesta svobode 15)
 4 Grand Hotel Toplice (Cesta svobode 12) 
 5 Best Western Premier Hotel Lovec (Ljubljanska cesta 6) #BSF2021

 6 Kompas Hotel Bled (Cankarjeva 2)
 7 Rikli Balance Hotel (ex Hotel Golf)  

(Cankarjeva 4) 
 8 Hotel Savica Garni (Cankarjeva 6)
 9 Hotel Astoria (Prešernova 44) 

 10  Vila Zlatorog (Veslaška promenada 9) 
 11  Vila Bled (Cesta svobode 18) 
 12  Shuttle Point

O N L I N E 

Who is who. 
To see the speakers' biographies and other latest updates, 
scan this QR code
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YOUNG BLED 
STRATEGIC 
FORUM 2021

Sunday, 29 August
18.00–19.00 | Introductory remarks and 
opening of the Young BSF
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall

› Mr Peter Grk, Secretary- General of the 
Bled Strategic forum 
› Ms Katja Geršak, Executive director of the 
Centre for European Perspective 
› Mr Jernej Grahor, BSF project manag-
er (Responsible for Young Bled Strategic 
Forum)
› Ms Dafina Peci, Young Bled Strategic 
Forum Master of Ceremony

-----------------------------------

19.00–21.00 | Networking Dinner
@Hotel Lovec

Monday, 30 August
08.00–08.30 | Gathering
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall

-----------------------------------

08.30–08.45 | Introductory remarks to 
the day
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall

-----------------------------------

08.45–10.45 | Session 1:  
Economy & Employability
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall
In partnership with Cooperation & Develop-
ment Institute and Western Balkans Youth 
Cooperation Platform

› Ms Krisela Hackaj, Western Balkans 
Youth Cooperation Platform Executive 
Director
› Ms Gresa Smolica, Cooperation & Devel-
opment Institute Project Officer
-----------------------------------

10.45–11.15 | Coffee break
@Hotel Lovec

11.15–13.15 | Session 2: Connected in 
diversity
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall
In partnership with Regional Youth Cooper-
ation Office

› Mr Jan Kulenović, Regional Youth Cooper-
ation Office Director of Programs

-----------------------------------

13.15–14.45 | Lunch
@Hotel Lovec

-----------------------------------

14.45–16.45 | Session 3: Climate change 
and green transformation 
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall
In partnership with V4 SDG

› Ms Lilla Judit Bartuszek, V4 SDG Secre-
tary General

-----------------------------------

16.45–17.00 | Coffee break
@Hotel Lovec

-----------------------------------

17.00–18.30 | Drafting declaration
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall

-----------------------------------

18.30–20.00 | Dinner
@Hotel Lovec

-----------------------------------

20.00–22.00 | Session 4: Night owl ses-
sion: Towards successful digital com-
munication, social listening and digital 
resilience
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall
In partnership with European Digital Diplo-
macy Exchange

› Mr Matt Jacobs, Digital Coordinator at the 
Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs of 
the US Department of State

Tuesday, 31 August
08.00–08.30 | Gathering
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama hall

-----------------------------------

08.30–08.45 | Introductory remarks to 
the day
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama hall

-----------------------------------

08.45–10.15 | Third Fundamental 
Rights dialogue (Discussion on a topic 
identified by youth in the field of funda-
mental rights)
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama hall
In partnership with European Union Agency 
for Fundamental Rights

› Mr Michael O’Flaherty, Director of Euro-
pean Union Agency for Fundamental Rights
› Ms Dafina Peci, Young Bled Strategic 
Forum Master of Ceremony

-----------------------------------

10.15–10.45 | Coffee break
@Hotel Lovec

-----------------------------------

10.45–12.45 | Session 5:  
Civil society engagement in decision 
making
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama hall
In partnership with EUSAIR Facility Point 
and EUSDR PA-10

› Dr Staša Mesec, Government Office for 
Development and Cohesion Policy and Eu-
ropean union Strategy for the Adriatic and 
Ionian region (EUSAIR) 
› Mr Jernej Grahor, European Union Strate-
gy for the Danube Region Priority Area -10 
Coordinator

-----------------------------------

12.45–14.15 | Lunch
@Hotel Lovec

14.15–16.15 | Session 6:  
European Neighbourhood Policy
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama hall
In partnership with Regional Cooperation 
Council and Western Balkans Youth Lab

› Ms Petra Balažič, Regional Cooperation 
Council Political Advisor
› Mr Ognjen Markovic, Regional Coopera-
tion Council Project Expert

-----------------------------------

16.15–16.30 | Coffee break
@Hotel Lovec

-----------------------------------

16.30–18.30 | Session 7: Youth partici-
pation in the EU
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall
In partnership with National Youth Council 
of Slovenia

› Mr Patrik Bole, National Youth Council of 
Slovenia, Vice President for International 
Cooperation
› Ms Lucija Karnelutti, United Nations 
Youth Delegate of Slovenia
› Mr Jaša Levstik, Project Manager of 94th 
International Session of European Youth 
Parliament - Ljubljana 2021

-----------------------------------

18.30–20.00 | Dinner
@Hotel Lovec

-----------------------------------

20.00–21.30 | Drafting declaration
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall

-----------------------------------

21.30 | Closing of the Young Bled Strate-
gic Forum
@Hotel Lovec, Panorama Hall
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› Dr Andreas Khol, Former President of the 
National Council of the Republic of Austria
› Ms Ana Palacio, Former Minister of  
Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Spain 
DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Mr Alojz Peterle, Former Prime Minister 
of Slovenia
› Prof Dr Jacques Rupnik, Visiting Profes-
sor, College of Europe TBC
› Mr Mirek Topolánek, Former Prime Minis-
ter of the Czech Republic
 
Moderated by Dr Dimitrij Rupel, Former 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Slovenia

-----------------------------------

14.00–16.30  | Lunch 
@Rikli Balance Hotel

-----------------------------------

15.00–16.30
Post-epidemic Recovery: Opportunity 
for a Better Tomorrow?
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold II Hall
In partnership with Generali and Ministry of 
Finance of Slovenia

› Mr Valerio De Luca, Board President of 
the Task Force Italia, Board President of the 
Global Investors Alliance
› Ms Lilyana Pavlova, Vice-President, 
European Investment Bank
› Mr Klaus Regling, Managing Director, 
European Stability Mechanism
› Ms Odile Renaud-Basso, President, 
European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development
› Mr Miroslav Singer, Director, Institutional 
Affairs and Chief Economist, Generali CEE 
Holding
› Mr Andrej Šircelj, Minister, Ministry of 
Finance of Slovenia
› Mr Boštjan Vasle, Governor, Banka 
Slovenija
› Mr László Wolf, Deputy CEO, Commercial 
Banking Division, OTP Bank
 
Moderated by Mr Francesco Papadia, 
Senior Fellow, Bruegel

-----------------------------------

16.30–18.15
Leader‘s Panel – Future of Europe – 
Enlargement 
@Bled Festival Hall

Keynote address by H.E. Mr Borut Pahor, 
President of Slovenia

› H.E. Mr Šefik Džaferović, Member of the 
Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
› H.E. Mr Janez Janša, Prime Minister of 
Slovenia
› H.E. Željko Komšić, Chairman of the 
Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina TBC

› H.E. Mr Zdravko Krivokapić, Prime 
Minister of Montenegro
› H.E. Mr Albin Kurti, Prime Minister of 
Kosovo
› H.E. Mr Charles Michel, President of the 
European Council
› H.E. Mr Mateusz Morawiecki, Prime 
Minister of Poland
› H.E. Mr Rumen Radev, President of 
Bulgaria
› H.E. Mr Edi Rama, Prime Minister of Albania
› Mr Christian Schmidt, High 
Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina
› Mr Olivér Várhelyi, European 
Commissioner for Neighbourhood and 
Enlargement
› H.E. Mr Zoran Zaev, Prime Minister of 
North Macedonia
 
Moderated by Dr Andraž Zidar, Head of 
Diplomatic Academy, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of Slovenia

-----------------------------------

18.30–20.00
Future of Europe – Diversity and Con-
sensus 
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold I Hall
In partnership with Wilfried Martens Centre 
for European Studies

› Mr François Decoster, President, Renew 
Europe Group, European Committee of the 
Regions
› Mr Olgierd Geblewicz, President, 
European People’s Party Group, European 
Committee of the Regions
› Ms Giorgia Meloni, President of the 
European Conservatives and Reformists 
Party
› Mr Christophe Rouillon, President, Party 
of European Socialist Group, European 
Committee of the Regions
› Ms Christa Schweng, President, European 
Economic and Social Committee
› Mr Apostolos Tzitzikostas, President, 
European Committee of the Regions DIGITAL 
SPEAKER
› Mr Manfred Weber, Leader of the political 
group of European People’s Party, European 
Parliament DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Mr Marco Zanni, President, Identity and 
Democracy Group
 
Moderated by Mr Federico Ottavio Reho, 
Strategic Coordinator and Senior Research 
Officer, Wilfried Martens Centre for 
European Studies
 
“The Conference receives financial support 
from the European Parliament. Sole liability 
rests with the organisers, the Europe-
an Parliament is not responsible for the 
activity.”
 

18.30–20.00
Future of Europe – Our Common Values
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold II Hall

› Mr Benjamin Haddad, Director, Atlantic 
Council Europe
› Mr Gašper Dovžan, State Secretary, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Slovenia
› Ms Shada Islam, Managing Director, New 
Horizons Project
› Mr Guillaume Klossa, Founding President, 
EuropaNova
› Prof Dr Kalypso Nicolaïdis, Professor 
of International Relations, University of 
Oxford  DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Ms Maria João Rodrigues, President of 
the European Foundation of Progressive 
Studies
› Dr Žiga Turk, Professor, University of 
Ljubljana, Academic Council Member, 
Wilfried Martens Center for European 
Studies
 
Moderated by Prof Dr Matej Avbelj, 
Professor of European Law, New University

-----------------------------------

20.00–22.00 | Dinner (Invite only)
@Grand Hotel Toplice, Grand Hall 

Address by Mr Janez Fajfar, Mayor of Bled
Address by Ms Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, 
Belarusian human rights activist and an 
independent politician
Chaired by Mr Peter Grk, Secretary-General 
of Bled Strategic Forum 

-----------------------------------

20.00–22.00 | Dinner
@Rikli Balance Hotel

-----------------------------------

22.00–23.00
Night Owl Session 
@Grand Hotel Toplice, Lake Lounge

› Mr Mark Boris Andrijanič, Minister for 
Digital Transformation of Slovenia
› Sir Nicholas William Peter Clegg, 
Vice President for Global Affairs and 
Communications at Facebook, Inc. DIGITAL 
SPEAKER
› Dr Jure Leskovec, Associate Professor 
of Computer Science, Stanford University; 
Chief Scientist, Pinterest
 
Moderated by Mr Jaka Repanšek, Founder, 
RePublis d.o.o

08.30–09.30  | Gathering  
@Bled Festival Hall

-----------------------------------

9.30–10.00  | Opening
@Bled Festival Hall

Welcome address by H.E. Dr Anže Logar, 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Slovenia
Address by H.E. Mr Charles Michel, Presi-
dent of the European Council
Address by H.E. Mr Janez Janša, Prime 
Minister of Slovenia

-----------------------------------

10.00–12.00
Leader’s Panel – Future of Europe –  
To Stand and Withstand  
@Bled Festival Hall

Keynote address by H.E. Mr David Sassoli, 
President of the European Parliament
 
› H.E. Mr Andrej Babiš, Prime Minister of 
the Czech Republic
› H.E. Mr Eduard Heger, Prime Minister of 
Slovakia
› H.E. Mr Janez Janša, Prime Minister of 
Slovenia
› H.E. Mr Charles Michel, President of the 
European Council
› H.E. Mr Kyriakos Mitsotakis, Prime 
Minister of Greece
› H.E. Mr Viktor Orbán, Prime Minister of 
Hungary
› H. Em. Mr Pietro Parolin, Secretary of 
State of the Holy See
› H.E. Mr Andrej Plenković, Prime Minister 
of Croatia
› H.E. Mr David Sassoli, President of the 
European Parliament
› Ms Dubravka Šuica, Vice-President for 
Demography and Democracy, European 
Commission
› H.E. Mr Aleksandar Vučić, President of 
Serbia
 
Moderated by Mr Marko Balažic, Political 
Analyst, Secretary General of Focus2031

-----------------------------------

12.00–12.15 | Coffee Break  
@Bled Festival Hall

-----------------------------------

12.15–14.00
Former Leader’s Panel – Future of Eu-
rope – Experience Counts
@Bled Festival Hall

› Mr Elmar Brok, Former Member of the 
European Parliament
› Mr Mikuláš Dzurinda, Former Prime Min-
ister of Slovakia

Wednesday, 1 September

O N L I N E 
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Thursday, 2 September
08.30–10.00
AmCham Breakfast: Small Steps in 
Space – Giant Leaps on Earth
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold I Hall
In partnership with AmCham Slovenia 
Under the honorary patronage of Zdravko 
Počivalšek, Minister of Economic Develop-
ment and Technology of Slovenia

Opening remarks by Mr Zdravko Počivalšek, 
Minister of Economic Development and 
Technology of Slovenia
 
› Dr Gordon Campbell, Head of Enterprise, 
Science, Applications and Climate Depart-
ment, Directorate of EO Programmes, 
European Space Agency
› Ms Rebecca Bresnik, Assistant Chief 
Counsel for International Matters, Johnson 
Space Center NASA
› Prof Dr Andreja Gomboc, Center for 
Astrophysics and Cosmology, University of 
Nova Gorica
› Mr Dušan Olaj, Director, Duol                 
› Dr Tomaž Rotovnik, CEO, SkyLabs
 
Moderated by Ms Ajša Vodnik, CEO, Am-
Cham Slovenia

-----------------------------------

09.00–10.30
Building connectivity in CEE – the Case 
of the Three Seas Initiative
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold II Hall

› Mr Matthew G. Boyse, Deputy Assistant 
Secretary, Bureau of European and Eurasian 
Affairs, U.S. Department of State
› Mr Paweł Jabłoński, Undersecretary of 
State for Economic and Development Coop-
eration, Africa and the Middle East Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of Poland
› Mr Aleš Mihelič, State Secretary, Ministry 
of Infrastructure of Slovenia
› Mr Paweł Nierada, First Vice President 
of the Management Board of Bank Gosp-
odarstwa Krajowego
› Mr Tomáš Pavlíček, COO, HELIOT Group
› Dr Peter Verlič, Director, Slovenian 
Railways, Institute of Traffic and Transport 
Ljubljana
› Mr Czesław Warsewicz, Chairman of the 
Board of Directors, PKP CARGO
› Mr Matej Zakonjšek, Director, Transport 
Community
 
Moderated by Ms Evelyn Kaldoja, Head of 
Foreign News Editorial, Postimees news-
paper

-----------------------------------

9.00–10.30
Green Recovery with Social Sustainabili-
ty at its Core – Putting People First
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Zrak Hall
In partnership with Knauf Insulation and 
Center for Energy Efficent Solutions

› Dr Saša Bavec, Member of Executive 
Committee, Knauf Insulation Group
› Ms Saša Božič, Founder and CEO, Sophia 
Academy
› Mr Manfred Köhler, President, World 
Green Infrastructure
› Ms Ruth Reichstein, The New European 
Bauhaus Initiative, Advisory Board to the 
President, European Commission
› Mr David Thomson, Vice President, TFG 
Hotel Management Company
› Ms Anja Zorko, Head, Center for Creativi-
ty, Museum of Architecture and Design
› Ms Urška Zupanec, Head of Unit for the 
Slovenian Presidency of the EU Council 
2021 program, Ministry of Education, Sci-
ence and Sport of Slovenia
 
Moderated by Mr Gregor Benčina, Presi-
dent, Center for Energy Efficient Solutions 
(CER)

9.00–10.30
Leaders in Communication: Fostering 
Future Engagement with Citizens
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Voda Hall
In partnership with Global Diplomacy Lab 

› Ms Pia Ahrenkilde Hansen, Director-Gen-
eral for Communication, European Commis-
sion  DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Mr Sebastián Rodríguez, European Politi-
cal Entrepreneur, Founder of the campaign-
playbook.eu
› Prof Dr Alexander Stubb, Former Prime 
Minister of Finland, Director of the School 
of Transnational Governance in EUI DIGITAL 
SPEAKER
› Mr Matt Jacobs, Digital Coordinator for the 
Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs at 
the US Department of State
 
Moderated by Ms Elif Çavuşlu, Member of 
the Global Diplomacy Lab

-----------------------------------

9.00–10.30
Digital and Transatlantic Cooperation: 
A Way Forward to CEE Resilience and 
Economic Recovery
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Sonce Hall
In partnership with Google 

› Mr Mark Boris Andrijanič, Minister for 
Digital Transformation of Slovenia
› Dr Frances Burwell, Distinguished Fellow, 
Senior Director, McLarty Associates, Atlantic 
Council
› Mr Fredrik Erixon, Director, European Cen-
tre for International Political Economy
› Mr Petr Očko, Deputy Minister at the 
Ministry of Industry and Trade of the Czech 
Republic
› Ms Marta Poslad, Head of Public Policy & 
Government Relations for Central and East-
ern Europe and Transatlantic Policy Lead, 
Google
 
Moderated by Mr Jaka Repanšek, Founder, 
RePublis d.o.o

-----------------------------------
   
10.00–13.00
The Future of European Tourism 
@Grand Hotel Toplice, Grand Hall
In partnership with Slovenian Tourist Board 
and the Ministry of Economic Development 
and Technology of Slovenia

Opening remarks:
› Ms Maja Pak, Director, Slovenian Tourist 
Board
› Mr Zdravko Počivalšek, Minister of 
Economic Development and Technology of 
the Republic of Slovenia
› Ms Kerstin Jorna, Director-General of the 
Directorate-General for Internal Market, 
Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs, 
European Commission  DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Mr Zurab Pololikashvili, Secretary-General, 
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) – 
video message
› Prof Alessandra Priante, Regional Director 
for Europe, World Tourism Organization
› Mr Luís Araújo, President, Turismo de 
Portugal, President, European Travel 
Commission
 
Panel discussion:
› Ms Marie Audren, Director General, 
Association of Hotels, Restaurants, Pubs 
and Cafes (HOTREC)
› Dr Mario Hardy, Former CEO, Pacific Asia 
Travel Association DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Ms Jane Stacey, Head of Tourism Unit, 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Ms Petra Stušek, CEO, Ljubljana Tourism, 
President of the Board, European Cities 
Marketing
› Ms Lola Uña Cárdenas, Vice President of 
Government Affairs, World Travel & Tourism 
Council DIGITAL SPEAKER

› Mr Simon Zajc, State Secretary, Ministry 
of Economic Development and Technology 
of Slovenia
 
Moderated by Dr Ljubica Knežević Cvelbar, 
Faculty of Economics, University of 
Ljubljana

-----------------------------------

10.30–11.00 | Coffee Break 
@Rikli Balance Hotel

-----------------------------------

11.00–12.30
Strengthening Europe against Economic 
Coercion
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold I Hall
In partnership with European Council on 
Foreign Relations

› H.E. Mr Jakub Kulhánek, Minister of For-
eign Affairs of the Czech Republic
› Mr Wolfgang Niedermark, Member of 
the Executive Board, Federation of German 
Industries
› Mr Peter Potman, Deputy Director-Gen-
eral for Foreign Economic Relations, Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands 
DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Mr Denis Redonnet, Deputy Director-Gen-
eral, Chief Trade Enforcement Officer, Euro-
pean Commission DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Mr Milan Roćen, Special Advisor of the 
President of Montenegro
› Ms Marie-Pierre Vedrenne, Member of 
the European Parliament DIGITAL SPEAKER
 
Moderated by Mr Jonathan Hackenbroich, 
Policy Fellow, European Council on Foreign 
Relations

-----------------------------------

11.00–12.30
New Wind in the Adriatic – Adjusting 
the Sails of Collaboration
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold II Hall

› Mr Zeno D’Agostino, President, Port 
Network Authority of the Eastern Adriatic 
Sea
› H.E. Mr Luigi Di Maio, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and International Cooperation of 
Italy DIGITAL SPEAKER
› H.E. Dr Gordan Grlić-Radman, Minister of 
Foreign and European Affairs of Croatia
› H.E. Dr Anže Logar, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of Slovenia
› Mr Ivan Pavlović, Member of the 
Supervisory Board, Port of Rijeka
› Mr Dimitrij Zadel, President of the 
Management Board, Port of Koper
 
Moderated by Prof Dr Marko Pavliha, 
Professor at the Faculty of Maritime 
Studies and Transport, University of 
Ljubljana

-----------------------------------

11.00–12.30
Decarbonisation of Transport through 
Sectoral Cooperation: the Coordination 
of Policies for Achieving Climate Neu-
trality
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Zrak Hall
In partnership with Ministry of Infrastruc-
ture of the Republic of Slovenia

Keynote address by Mr Jernej Vrtovec, Min-
ister of Infrastructure of Slovenia
 
› Mr Walter Goetz, Head of Cabinet of Ms 
Adina Vălean, Commissioner for Transport  
DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Prof Dr Tomaž Katrašnik, Professor, Fac-
ulty of Mechanical Engineering, University 
of Ljubljana
› Mr Blaž Košorok, State Secretary, Minis-
try of Infrastructure of Slovenia

› Dr Stephan Neugebauer, Chairman 
ERTRAC Executive Group / Director Global 
Research Cooperation, BMW
› Mr Uroš Salobir, Director of the Strategic 
Innovation Department, ELES
› Dr Iztok Seljak, President, Management 
Board, Hidria
 
Moderated by Mr Peter Frankl, CEO and 
Publisher, Finance

-----------------------------------

11.00–12.30
TSI and BRI: The Future of Infrastructure 
Competition and Interconnectivity in 
South-Central Europe
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Sonce Hall
In partnership with International Republican 
Institute

› Mr Matthew G. Boyse, Deputy Assistant 
Secretary, Bureau of European and Eurasian 
Affairs, U.S. Department of State
› Mr Radoslaw Fogiel, Member of the Sejm 
of Poland
› Ms Meia Nouwens, Senior Fellow, 
International Institute for Strategic Studies
› Dr Mareike Ohlberg, Senior Fellow, Asia 
Program, The German Marshall Fund of the 
United States
› Mr Matt Schrader, Advisor, Center 
on Countering Foreign Authoritarian 
Interference, International Republican 
Institute
 
Moderated by Mr Scott Mastic, Vice 
President for Programs, International 
Republican Institute

-----------------------------------

10.40–11.15
Conversation with Mr Pedro Opeka, 
humanitarian, and Aloysius John, General 
Secretary of the Caritas Internationalis
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Voda Hall

10.40–10.50 Presentation of the BSF 
Distinguished Partner 2021 Award
10.50–11.15 Conversation with Pedro 
Opeka, humanitarian, and Aloysius 
John, General Secretary of the Caritas 
Internationalis
 
› Mr Aloysius John, General Secretary, 
Caritas Internationalis
› Mr Pedro Opeka, Slovenian humanitarian, 
founder of Akamasoa project in Madagascar  
DIGITAL SPEAKER

-----------------------------------

12.30–14.15 | Lunch 
@Rikli Balance Hotel

-----------------------------------

14.15–15.45
Mediterranean: A Geostrategic  
Chessboard
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold I Hall

› H.E. Mr José Manuel Albares, Minister 
of Foreign Affairs, European Union and 
Cooperation of Spain
› H.E. Mr Evarist Bartolo, Minister of Foreign 
and European Affairs of Malta
› H.E. Mr Nikos Christodoulides, Minister of 
Foreign Affairs of Cyprus
› H.E. Mr Nikolaos-Georgios Dendias, 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Greece
› H.E. Dr Anže Logar, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of Slovenia
› H.E. Dr Augusto Santos Silva, Minister of 
State and of Foreign Affairs of Portugal
 
Moderated by Mr Ali Aslan, Journalist and TV 
Presenter, Germany
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Wash your hands or use  
a hand sanitiser regularly. 

Keep the required safety  
distance of at least 1.5 meters.

1,5 m

Covid-19 Precautions 
TO PROTECT YOURSELF  
AND PROTECT OTHERS.

Wear a face mask in all  
enclosed public spaces. 

14.15–15.45
Climate Change: Understanding Risks 
and Ensuring Policy Resilience
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold II Hall
In partnership with Chatham House 

› Ms Elina Bardram, Acting Director – In-
ternational, Mainstreaming and Policy Co-
ordination Directorate, DG Clima, European 
Commission DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Mr Nick Bridge, Special Representative for 
Climate Change, Foreign, Commonwealth 
and Development Office, United Kingdom
› Dr Werner Hoyer, President, European 
Investment Bank
› Dr Lučka Kajfež Bogataj, Climatologist 
and Professor at Biotechnical Faculty, Uni-
versity of Ljubljana
› Ms Tina Kobilšek, Head of the delegation 
to UNFCCC, Ministry of the Environment 
and Spatial Planning of Slovenia
› Dr Koko Warner, Manager, Vulnerability 
subdivision, Adaptation Division, United 
Nations Climate Change Secretariat  DIGITAL 
SPEAKER
 
Moderated by Prof Tim Benton, Research 
Director, Energy, Environment and Resourc-
es Programme, Chatham House

-----------------------------------

14.15–15.45
European Foreign and Security Chal-
lenges in a Digital World
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Sonce Hall
In partnership with Government Information 
Security Office of Slovenia and Microsoft

› Ambassador Tadeusz Chomicki, 
Ambassador for Cyber & Tech Affairs, 
Security Policy Department, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Poland
› Ambassador Nathalie Jaarsma, 
Ambassador-at-Large for Security Policy 
and Cyber of Netherlands
› Mr Casper Klynge, Vice President, 
European Government Affairs, Microsoft
› H.E. Ms Eva-Maria Liimets, Minister of 
Foreign Affairs of Estonia
› Ms Michelle Markoff, Deputy Coordinator 
for Cyber Issues, United States Department 
of State  DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Mr Yigal Unna, Director General, Israel 
National Cyber Directorate  DIGITAL SPEAKER
 
Moderated by Dr Uroš Svete, Acting 
Director, Government Information Security 
Office of Slovenia

 

15.45–16.00 | Coffee Break 
@Rikli Balance Hotel

-----------------------------------

16.15–17.30
Lining up the Europe’s Defence
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold I Hall
In partnership with the Ministry of Defense 
of Slovenia

› Mr Mircea Geoană, Deputy Secretary 
General of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO)
› Mr João Gomes Cravinho, Minister of 
National Defense of Portugal
› Ms Florence Parly, Minister of the Armed 
Forces of France
› Mr Matej Tonin, Minister of Defence of 
Slovenia
 
Moderated by Mr Ali Aslan, Journalist and 
TV Presenter, Germany

-----------------------------------

16.00–17.30 
Partnership for a Rules-based Order in 
the Indo-Pacific
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Arnold II Hall
In partnership with Observer Research 
Foundation

16.00–17.00
› H.E. Dr Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, 
Minister for External Affairs of India
› H.E. Dr Anže Logar, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of Slovenia
› Hon. Ababu Namwamba, Chief 
Administrative Secretary, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Kenya
› H.E. Dr Augusto Santos Silva, Minister of 
State and of Foreign Affairs of Portugal
 
17.00–17.30
› Ambassador Atul Keshap, Chargé 
d’Affaires, United States of America 
Embassy in New Delhi   DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Ms Velina Tchakarova, Director, Austrian 
Institute for European and Security Policy 
TBC
› Dr Daniel Twining, President, 
International Republican Institute  DIGITAL 
SPEAKER
 
Moderated by Dr Samir Saran, President, 
Observer Research Foundation

 

16.00–17.30
Digital Europe - Unlocking the Potential
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Zrak Hall
In partnership with Facebook

› Mr André de Aragăo Azevedo, Secretary 
of State for the Digital Transition, Minis-
try of Economy and Digital Transition of 
Portugal
› Mr Marko Grobelnik, Chief Technical 
Officer, UNESCO International Research 
Centre on Artificial Intelligence (IRCAI), Jožef 
Stefan Institute, Slovenia
› Mr Boštjan Koritnik, Minister of Public 
Administration of Slovenia
› Mr Petr Očko, Deputy Minister at the 
Ministry of Industry and Trade of the Czech 
Republic
› Mr Markus Reinisch, VP Public Policy, 
Facebook
 
Moderated by Prof Dr Dunja Mladenić, 
Head of Department for Artificial Intelli-
gence, Jožef Stefan Institute

-----------------------------------

16.00–17.30
EU’s Challenging Eastern Partnership 
Summit 2021: Calibrating its Agenda
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Sonce Hall
In partnership with German Council on 
Foreign Relations

Keynote address by Ms Sviatlana 
Tsikhanouskaya, Belarusian human rights 
activist and an independent politician
 
› H.E. Mr Bogdan Aurescu, Minister of 
Foreign Affairs of Romania
› Ms Orysia Lutsevych, Head and Research 
Fellow, Ukraine Forum, Russia and Eurasia 
Programme, Chatham House
› Ms Katarína Mathernová, Deputy 
Director-General, Directorate-General 
for Neighbourhood and Enlargement 
Negotiations, European Commission
› Ambassador Teimuraz Janjalia, Deputy 
Minister, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
Georgia
 
Moderated by Dr Stefan Meister, Head of 
the International Order and Democracy 
Program, German Council on Foreign 
Relations (DGAP)

 

16.00–17.30
Fighting Disinformation with Informa-
tion: Securing Security through Facts 
@Rikli Balance Hotel, Voda Hall
In partnership with BMW Foundation Her-
bert Quandt

› Mr Graham Brookie, Director, Digital 
Forensic Research Lab, Atlantic Council
› Dr Ivana Karásková, Founder and Leader, 
MapInfluenCE and China Observers in 
Central and Eastern Europe (CHOICE)
› Mr Baybars Örsek, Director of The 
International Fact-Checking Network  
DIGITAL SPEAKER
› Mr Marjan Zabrcanec, National 
coordinator for strategic communications 
/ Head of communications of North 
Macedonia
 
Moderated by Mr Burak Ünveren, Journalist, 
Member of the BMW Foundation Herbert 
Quandt and the Global Diplomacy Lab

-----------------------------------

17.45–18.15 | Closing Remarks
@Rikli Balance Hotel
 
› Mr Gašper Dovžan, State Secretary, Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs of Slovenia

The Conference receives financial support 
from the European Parliament. Sole liability 
rests with the organisers, the European Par-
liament is not responsible for the activity. 

O N L I N E 

Who is who.

Bled Strategic Times, 29 August – 2 September 202138



BSF STRATEGIC PARTNERS

BSF MAJOR PARTNERS BSF PARTNERS

BSF SPONSORS

BSF CONTRIBUTORS

INSTITUTIONAL PARTNERS

ORGANIZERS

YOUNG BSF SPONSORS

YOUNG BSF PARTNERS

CONSULTING
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CONSULTING
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Co-funded by 
the European Union

REPUBLIC OF SLOVENIA
GOVERNMENT OFFICE FOR DEVELOPMENT
AND EUROPEAN COHESION POLICY

REPUBLIC OF SLOVENIA
MINISTRY OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS
OF THE REPUBLIC OF SLOVENIA

REPUBLIC OF SLOVENIA
MINISTRY OF FINANCE

 

MINISTÈRE DE LA DÉFENSE
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SAVE
THE 
DATE

www.bledstrategicforum.org #BSF2022

29 — 30 AUG  2022

The leading international conference 
in Central and South-Eastern Europe.  
The unique, open and inclusive platform 
on Europe's key challenges of the 21st 
century.


