ENLARGEMENT: THE NEW FACE OF THE EU

Slovenia

Slovenia-EU Relations

The EU officially recognised Slovenia as an independent state in January 1992 and a Co-operation Agreement entered into force in September 1993. 

Since it was founded, Slovenia's politics have been focused on EU accession. It signed an Association Agreement with the EU in 1996 covering trade issues, political dialogue and co-operation in a number of areas. An Interim Agreement implementing the trade provisions of the Europe Agreement entered into force in January 1997. The Europe Agreement entered into force in February 1999. 

Slovenia applied for EU membership in June 1996. The Commission Opinion was issued in 1997 and Slovenia started negotiations in March 1998. The European Commission has been providing Slovenia substantial assistance for reforms and for preparing for accession to the EU. From 2000 onwards, the Community has been providing a combined total of around € 65 million of Pre-accession assistance to Slovenia on an annual basis from the three Community instruments (PHARE, ISPA and SAPARD).

In the negotiations Slovenia requested and was granted a very limited number of transitional periods, which proves that Slovenia is well prepared for implementing the acquis. Negotiations with Slovenia were concluded in December 2002 in the Copenhagen Summit. The Accession Treaty will be signed with Malta in April 2003 at the Athens European Council with a view to full EU membership on 1 May 2004. 

Progress of Slovenia towards accession

	Year
	The European Commission states…

	July 1997
	…that the current level of competitiveness of most of Slovene industry was such that it would probably be able to cope with the competitive pressure and market forces within the Union in the medium term. The Commission nevertheless drew attention to some problems in connection with certain inflexibilities in the labour market, and sectors and companies, which had not yet undergone restructuring.



	November 1998
	…that some progress had been made, notably with regard to the definition of industrial policy strategy, but that efforts would be required to ensure proper implementation in practice.

	October 1999
	…that some progress had been made, despite the persistence of structural problems.

	Novembre 2000
	…that Slovenia had made progress in promoting competitiveness through enterprise restructuring. With regard to SME policy, Slovenia had made progress since the last Regular Report, particularly in its improvement of the business environment.

	Novembre 2001
	…that great efforts have been made by Slovenia in the field of industrial policy and a policy in favour of SMEs.


General Evaluation of Enterprise Policy

The 'Strategy for Increasing the Competitiveness of Slovene Industry', first adopted in 1996 and updated in 1998 and 2000, aims to improve the general business environment and the competitive position of Slovenian industry. Its principles are in line with the acquis. This document was changed in 2001 in order to promote foreign direct investment.

At the beginning of 2000, Slovenia used innovative methods in the benchmarking of different industrial sectors, and was thus able to compare the competitiveness of its industries with that of the European Union and identify strengths in certain Slovenian sectors.

Following the formal ending of the privatisation process in 1998, the role of the Slovenian Development Corporation, which manages a number of companies due to be restructured, privatised or liquidated, is becoming increasingly unclear. The Commission feels that the public sector is still playing too big a role in industry and that further privatisation is therefore necessary. 

There is increasing dynamism in the industrial sector, despite there being further scope for the process of company-led restructuring in privatised enterprises to gather pace. The best-performing industries are those successfully exporting to foreign markets. They include the chemical, rubber and pharmaceutical industries, the industries manufacturing electrical and optical equipment, and the household appliances industry.

Measures should be taken in order to promote Foreign Direct Investment inflows, which have decreased. Foreign investment is still too low. The internalisation of enterprises, support for technological development, and the promotion of regional development and economic and social cohesion should make it possible to complete the privatisation and restructuring process. 

Assistance is still provided to companies, although there has been progress in making the measures involved more transparent and in limiting their duration. The most serious structural problems are in the steel sector and in a number of labour-intensive industries. A steel-restructuring programme was approved in September 2000. Two programmes have been adopted to ensure sustainable development and enhanced competitiveness in the textile and footwear sectors.

Slovenia is continuing to create a favourable business environment for SMEs. The Company Act was amended in May 2000 to facilitate business start-ups. Entrepreneurial spirit is encouraged by an action plan (2001-2002).

Needs to be improved…

· Access to finance remains an obstacle to the development of SMEs.

· The definition of SMEs is not yet fully aligned with the EU's recommendations. 

· Efforts to coordinate the work of the competent bodies need to be made in the field of administrative capacity

