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11. SLOVENIA -
THE NEW HEART OF EUROPE

If you ask a tourist where Slovenia is, they may tell you it lies
somewhere between Venice and Vienna. And if you know that
Venice is just a three hour drive from Ljubljana, that Vienna is
just one hour more, and that Munich lies some five hours away,
then we can indeed affirm that Slovenia lies at the very heart
of Europe.

Could you believe that the population of an entire country
could populate only a suburb of one of the larger cities of the
world? If you asked the majority of the many visitors who
come to Slovenia each year what they liked most, they may
well answer, ‘The wonderful countryside you just cannot see
such unspoilt beauty in Europe anymore!’ Besides the beautiful
natural sights, a foreigner in this country on the sunny side
of the Alps will soon notice the kind people, numerous tourist
farmhouses, excellent inns, thermal spas, and the majesty of
the two-thousand-metre mountains of the Julian and Kamnik
Alps.

The east and north-east of the country is a world of plains, a
fertile farming region. The special wealth of that part of the
country lies in its spas and mineral waters. The hills around the
plains are an important wine region, which produces world-
famous wines.

Half of Slovenia’s surface area is forested (10,124 km?2). Within
Europe, only Finland and Sweden have more extensive forests.

In the south-western part of the country the unique Karst
region begins. Its underground world hides some of the most
magnificent underground caves in Europe. Within Postojna
Cave, ékocjan Caves and Vilenica, carved out of the rock

by underground waters, there are beautiful stalagmites and
stalactites, which is why the caves are UNESCO cultural and
natural heritage sites. To the west, the Karst gives way to
Slovenia’s 46.6 km long Adriatic coastline. Thus Slovenia is a
combination of Alpine, Mediterranean and continental climates,
with an average winter temperature of -2°C and summer,
21°C.

A brief history

In 1990, as the political and economic crisis in Yugoslavia
deepened, Slovenia held its first free elections. At the plebiscite
in December of the same year, a large majority voted for an
independent state. Thus on 25 June 1991 Slovenia declared

its independence. The unity that Slovenes showed at the

time of the plebiscite and six months later, at the actual
independence event, was unique. That was reason enough for
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parliament to change the name of the holiday (26 December)
to Independence and Unity Day. On 15 January 1992 Slovenia
was formally recognised by the European Union, and in May
1992 it became a member of the United Nations. On 1
February 1999 an Associative Agreement with the EU came
into force. On 1 May 2004, Slovenia became a member of
the European Union, and on 28 June 2004, Slovenia entered
the Exchange Rate Mechanism ERM2; Slovenia adopted the
common European currency on 1 January 2007; the country
will join the Schengen area of free movement in 2008.

The history of the Slovenian nation begins in the 6th century,
when the region was settled by the ancestors of modern-day
Slovenes. In the 7th century, Carantania, the first free Slavic
principality, was formed. We know today that it was organised
democratically, had an established legal system, and that
Dukes were chosen by voting. From the 13th century until
1918 Slovenes were ruled by the Habsburgs, except for a
short period from 1809 to 1813, when Slovenia was part of
the Illyrian Provinces within the French Empire and enjoyed a
certain degree of autonomy. More than a thousand years ago,
the ancestors of today’s Slovenes lived together with Franks,
Bavarians, and the inhabitants of Venetia and Friuli and later
with other central European nations. After 1918 Slovenia
became part of Yugoslavia and had considerable autonomy

in cultural, social, political and economic affairs. After 1945
the new Yugoslavia was highly centralised, which did not
allow room for the realisation of the aspirations of Slovenian
statehood.

The most successful economy in Central and
Eastern Europe

Slovenia, being a small country, can only develop successfully
if it has an open, outward-looking economy. Most of Slovenia’s
balance of trade is with the European Union, particularly with
Germany, Italy, Austria, France, the Netherlands and the UK,
as well as with Croatia and the former Yugoslavia republics, the
USA, the Russian Federation, and Hungary.

Slovenia’s key development objectives include exceeding the
average level of economic development in the EU (measured
by GDP per capita in purchasing power parity), increasing
employment in line with the goals of the Lisbon Strategy,
improving the quality of life and welfare, and becoming a
recognised and esteemed country through its example of
development, cultural identity and active participation in the
international community.

Slovenia is an economically successful and stable country,
which in the period 1995-2005 enjoyed average economic
growth of about 4 per cent. In 2005 direct foreign investment
totalled 5,976 million euros, with the largest investments
coming from Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands, France,
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Germany, Italy, Croatia and Belgium. Foreigners have invested
most in financial services (excluding insurance and capital
funds), various business activities, the production of paper and
paper products, wholesale trading, the production of chemicals
and chemical products, making and selling motor vehicles,

the production of rubber and plastic products, machinery and
equipment. Slovenia is the third safest country in Europe

for foreign investors, according to a rating from a human
resource perspective conducted by the Federation of European
Employers (FedEE), in an evaluation of investment risks for
foreign investors in 31 European countries.

Arts and culture hold a special place in the
history of the Slovenian nation

The Slovenes, like other Central European peoples, made

up for the lack of their own national or political institutions
through their language and culture, which for centuries
managed to preserve their national identity. Slovenia has
therefore always invested a great deal of its moral and
political energy in culture. The result is a rich cultural life

and a far-reaching network of institutions, organisations, and
cultural societies which are comparable to the most developed
European countries. Libraries, museums, galleries and
professional theatres are found throughout the whole country.
The central cultural event is the Ljubljana International
Summer Festival, which takes place in Ljubljana throughout
the summer.

The first Slovenian book was printed over 450 years ago. In
1550 the Protestant reformer, Primoz Trubar (1508-1586),
published the first two Slovenian books Catechismus and
Abecedarium. The oldest writings in the Slovenian language
are the Freising manuscripts, which date from the second half
of the 10th century.

Architecture has a special place in Slovenia’s cultural heritage,
and the most famous Slovenian architect is Joze Ple¢nik (1872-
1957), Otto Wagner'’s student, and a pioneer of Slovenian

and European modern architecture. Numerous exhibitions
abroad have attracted considerable interest in Plecnik, a true
cosmopolitan. A reproduction of Ple¢nik’s long-case clock will
stand in front of the Presidency Room in the Justus Lipsius
Building.

The most prized cultural or natural wealth of Slovenia is

its natural heritage. There are also numerous picturesque
medieval castles scattered across Slovenia’s diverse landscape.
The Gothic and Baroque styles dominated architecture, as may
be seen in the majority of Slovenia’s churches.

"ENG | S

SLOVENIAN PRESIDENCY OF THE EU - 1 January to 30 June 2008 +

12. SOMETHING YOU ALWAYS
WANTED TO KNOW,
BUT YOU DIDN'T ASK

The Typical Slovene

With a population of no more than two million we often joke
that in this country everybody knows everybody. Geographic,
historical and cultural circumstances have surely played a
significant role in shaping our national character. Therefore,
allow us to introduce the typical Slovene.

What do the statistics say?

Let us begin with the ladies. According to data from the
Statistical Office, Slovenian women will most often introduce
themselves as Marija Novak. Every 13th female in Slovenia

is called Marija, and every 173th’s last name is Novak. She is
probably 42 years old and has 1.2 children. She will most often
reply that she had her first child at the average age of 28, and
that she was 27.4 years old when she married.

The female student will proudly proclaim that she is one of
almost 60 per cent of women to attend university during the
past academic year, with every second female student studying
social sciences, economics or law. Slovene women most
commonly suffer from vascular diseases and live to an average
age of around 80. Female representation in the National
Assembly is relatively low - in the most recent elections held in
autumn 2004, only eleven made it into the National Assembly
(which has ninety members), occupying 12.2 per cent of all
seats.

The top five most common male names are JoZef, Franc, Janez
and Stefan, and surname combinations contain the surnames
Novak and Horvat. Therefore, according to of the laws of
probability, the male Slovene would introduce himself as
Janez Novak; however, the official statistics say that the most
common name among Slovenian men is Jozef Horvat. On
average, Slovenian men are around 39 years of age. They will
have walked down the aisle and said their vows at 30, and
fathered their first child soon after. Only 7 per cent of males
were young fathers below the age of 25. On average, the
Slovenian male lives to see 73 springs.

Sociologists, demographers and other demographic experts
point out another interesting fact about Slovenia: that children
are leaving homes later and later in life. One-half of all people
aged 25 to 29 are still living at home with their parents; of this
number, more are male than female, as women tend to start
their own families at an earlier age.
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Following the 1970s boom, the natural increase in population
has been steadily falling and so, since 1993, Slovenia’s
population has been increasing only due to positive net
migration. This natural increase has been constantly negative
since 1997. Over the past five years, the population of
Slovenia has increased only by 0.1 per cent, or 2000 persons
per year. In 2006, 18,932 children were born; in comparison
with previous years this means a 4.3% increase in live births.
Demographic trends are thus improving.

Slovenes are industrious and disciplined.

The average Slovene is conscientious, hardworking and
industrious with well-established working habits. In this respect
we are similar to the Germans, yet distinct in one important
characteristic: some say that the Germans have an innate
sense of community and collectivism, while Slovenes are much
more individualistic.

Slovenes are not a submissive and
subservient nation.

The perception of subservience perhaps originates in the
literary works of the celebrated national writer Ivan Cankar
and other realists who described the tragedy of Slovenes
living under the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Studies show

that compared to other nations we do not appear to be a
particularly submissive nation, and moreover, we are blessed
with adventurousness and ambition. Generally, Slovenes
describe themselves as industrious, honest, and good singers
who enjoy a good glass of wine, and are perhaps a bit on the
melancholy side.

Things one should know about Slovenes

Have you noticed that every single Slovene carries love
inside? Well, the Slovenian language is a unique language for
true lovebirds. It is one of very few languages that has dual
grammatical forms in addition to the singular and the plural.
Although this makes it particularly difficult for foreigners, it
does not stop increasing numbers of them from enrolling for
Slovenian language classes. Slovenes are also very proud that
their language and culture have been preserved through the
centuries even without national sovereignty. The ability to
speak foreign languages is another Slovenian virtue: everyone
speaks at least one foreign language, and the younger
generation even speak two or more!

Slovenes have also made evident contributions to the world

scientific endeavour. To name a few: a theory of space travel
(Herman Potocnik Noordung), logarithmic tables (Jurij Vega)
and the physical law of thermal radiation (Jozef Stefan - the
Stefan’s law).
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If we were to ask a Slovene about their national sport, the
unhesitating reply would be 'Skiing.” The skiing tradition in
Slovenia is a long one, as the oldest skis in Central Europe
originate from these parts. Incidentally, alpine skier with

the most world cup victories, Ingemar Stenmark, skied on
Slovenian, Elan skis. And there is also the legendary Slovenian
skier, Bojan Krizaj. Even though we Slovenes like to describe
ourselves as calm and reserved, we will quickly open up with
good food and drink, and good company, and even start
singing. We should also mention the premium wines produced
in the vine-growing hills found across Slovenia. Almost every
Slovenian region has its own local wine varieties. We are a
small nation that lives on a relatively small territory, so it is no
wonder that we all know each other. We are one great family
and it is no rare coincidence that you might know the President
personally, or at least someone who knows him personally.
Perhaps even if they do not actually know him, then they may
at least know the former President, or someone who knew him.

Culture is an important part of our lives. Publishers will

tell you that most contemporary Slovenian authors publish
collections of poetry. Judging from that, we are also a nation
of poets. Generally, Slovenes are very interested in culture
and many practice various cultural activities as a hobby.
Another traditionally popular way of spending leisure time is
mountaineering. There are ample opportunities for various
kinds of mountain conquests. The mountain hiking trails are
well-tended and marked. There is a saying that you're not

a true Slovene if you have never climbed Slovenia‘s highest
mountain, Mount Triglav (2,864 meters or 9,396 feet). Triglav
has been a source of inspiration for many Slovenian poets,
writers, painters and politicians, and has become a symbol of
Slovenehood.

Many Slovenes practice extreme sports - alpinism (Tomaz
Humar, Davo Karnicar), ultra-marathon swimming (Martin
Strel), endurance cycling (Jure Robic¢), ultra triathlon (Uros
Velepec).

And some jokes you might have already
heard about Slovenia - they are more
or less true...

I If you open an umbrella in a street in Ljubljana, be
I careful not to hurt somebody’s eye in Maribor.

Why don’t the ski-jumpers in Planica do more than 250
meters? Because they would fly to Italy.

The shortest joke in the world: A couple is walking
along the Slovenian coast...
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