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Madam Commissioner Hadja Lahbib, 
Madam Vice-President of the European Parliament Pina Picierno, 
Distinguished Ministers for Equality, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

[bookmark: _GoBack]I believe the Beijing Declaration and Programme of Action stands among the United Nations’ proudest moments. And if there is one message that has echoed through the decades since the Beijing Conference thirty years ago, it is – as Hillary  Clinton so powerfully said - that human rights are women’s rights, and women’s rights are human rights, once and for all. 

Those words, together with the Beijing Declaration, inspired and profoundly shaped the lives of many women across the European Union and around the world, including myself as a young woman at the time. 

Yet, thirty years on, the mood is more sombre than celebratory. Progress on women’s rights has been uneven, and many of our hard-won gains are now at risk – in many parts of the world and even here, within our EU family. But I say this clearly: going back on women’s rights is not an option. 

We must remember that the European Union played a leading role in the run-up to the Beijing conference and helped ensure its success. I am firmly convinced that the EU must continue to play the leading role internationally, today and in the years to come. 

It is for that reason that I was delighted to accept the kind invitation of Madam Commissioner to participate at today’s event. I am here to endorse the Roadmap for Women’s Rights and its Declaration on issues crucial to the rights of women and girls. Both stand as a commitment to gender equality – here and now. And I very much look forward to the new EU Gender Equality Strategy Post-2025 in March next year. 

For we are facing major challenges. 

One in three women has experienced physical and/or sexual violence in the past twelve months. These incidents remain largely underreported and when they are reported to the police, victims are still far too often subjected to secondary victimisation during court proceedings. Meanwhile, perpetrators frequently receive sentences that are far too lenient. Here, I cannot stress enough the importance of systemic awareness-raising. Later this year, Slovenia will once again conduct a national campaign under the slogan Love doesn’t hurt, focused on promoting the concept of affirmative consent – that only yes means yes.

Each year, on the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, I attend our national conference on the prevention of violence against women. The aim is to strengthen the voice of the victims and provide them with support they need, while also responding adequately to perpetrators of violence. 

The EU’s accession to the Istanbul Convention two years ago marked a historic step – a step that transcended our political divides and confirmed our shared commitment that in Europe, there is no, and must be no, tolerance for sexual and gender-based violence. Life free from violence is an absolute precondition for gender equality in any society. 

At this point, I would like to appeal to those states that have not yet ratified the Istanbul Convention to consider doing so. Part of this process is understanding what the Convention truly represents – and what it does not. This also means dispelling confusion around the term gender and moving beyond ideological disputes. The Convention does not require unconstitutional changes. Its aim is to upgrade the rights for the safety and dignity of women. 

I say this in a spirit of solidarity and encouragement to our EU partners who have yet to ratify it: please overcome the remaining obstacles – be they legal, political or social – in order to ratify the Convention as soon as possible. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  
The sexual and reproductive rights of women are their human rights. In the words of Slovenian Institute 8th of March: My Voice, My Choice. The young members of this institute are campaigning tirelessly for safe and accessible abortion across Europe and have collected over 1.1 million signatures from all over the continent in support of this initiative. I call on the European Parliament and the European Commission to take these voices seriously. For more than 20 million of women in Europe still lack access to safe abortion. 

Gender equality means also equality in leadership and decision-making. Unfortunately, we remain far from achieving equal political participation, both domestically and internationally. I am sure you will agree with me that it is time for the first woman Secretary-General of the United Nations. 

In Slovenia, I am proud to say that women have broken the glass ceiling. For the first time, women hold the positions of the President of the Republic, President of the National Assembly and Minister of Foreign Affairs. I am glad to add that Slovenia is pursuing a feminist foreign policy. 

Economic inequality, and the gender pay and pensions gap, persist. I find it alarming that in Slovenia one in three women over the age of 65 lives below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold. 

According to the European Institute for Gender Equality, the EU’s 2024 Gender Equality Index stands at 70.1 out of 100. With an increase of only 0.8 since last year, the EU is moving in the right direction – towards what we call the Unity of Equality – but progress remains too slow, particularly in the area of economic decision-making, which scores just 57.6 points. 

At this pace, it would take us another 60 years to reach full gender equality in the EU.   

Ladies and gentlemen, we do not have that time. 

We know that gender equality boosts economic growth. For the European Union this could mean economic growth somewhere in the span of two to three trillion euros by 2050. In today’s highly competitive world, gender equality is not a luxury, but a necessity. A gender-equal society would mean higher employment, greater productivity and stronger resilience in the face of geopolitical, climate, environmental, economic and other crises. 

To conclude, Ladies and Gentlemen: 

Gender equality is an absolute precondition for a strong European Union. 

And this event today is an important stepping stone towards that Unity of Equality. 

I thank you for that, Madam Commissioner, and I thank all of you for your kind attention.
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