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DR. MAJA ZALAZNIK

Full professor of International 
Business at University of Ljubljana 
with many years of experience in 
various management and academic 
positions. Former Minister of 
Education, Science and Sport of 
Slovenia, sport enthusiast and a 
proud ambassador of Women’s EHF 
EURO 2022.  

Women: Extraordinary. Brave. Fierce.
 
With a clear vision and goals. Responsible to 
themselves, their loved ones, and our society.
 
Hard-working, reflective. In business, sports, 
culture, art, science, ... everywhere.
 
Women who know what the true values of life are 
and follow them.
 
Živa conducts with a global dimension of 
creativity while rescuing young people trapped 
by an unreasonable war. Katarina encourages 
many smiles. Aleša shares her business success 
and gives it to those who need it most. Jerneja 
combines her knowledge and experience to make 
Slovenia visible on the European stage. Hedvika 
creates and implements a new dimension at home 
and in the region with her energy, organization, 
and feminine understanding of the banking world. 
Two experienced athletes, Marta and Deja, breathe 
with handball players every day, and support the 
equality and empowerment of women in sports.
 
They all prove that a woman can be a leader but at 
the same time still a Woman.
 
With incredible sincerity and tremendous energy, 

you enriched the Sports-Business conference at 
the Women’s EHF EURO 2022. We move with 
heart and self-belief. We are not afraid, even if 
we sometimes make a mistake. Whether we win 
or not, it is essential to know that we are doing 
our best, like our handball players. That is why we 
cheer hard.
 
As women who have woven the idea of women’s 
empowerment into the championship, we know 
that we are most successful when we operate in 
balanced teams. However, at the same time, let us 
remain women who sincerely support each other. 
Just like my namesake Maja and her Smetumet, 
who supported the interweaving of the vision for 
a better life and the empowerment of migrant 
women. The threads and hands that wove the 
championship’s sustainable bracelets are a 
message of what we can do – if we see, hear, feel, 
and believe. 
 
Thank you for co-creating for the better. Not only 
for today but also for tomorrow. For all generations 
yet to come.
 
I am proud and honored to know you and to be 
able to co-create with you.



FRANJO BOBINAC

President of the Handball Federation 
of Slovenia and Member of the EHF 
Executive Committee.

I am proud of this group of wonderful ladies!
 
When we were considering how to take the 
Women’s EHF EURO 2022 project – the biggest 
women’s championship in the three decades 
of Slovenian independence – to the next level, 
we ultimately decided 
on two fundamental 
pillars. The second 
was related to 
sustainability, green 
approaches, and 
rational use of 
raw materials and 
consumables. The 
first – and also the most important and visible 
– was the empowerment of women in society 
and sport. 
 
I cannot express how proud I am of this wonderful 
group of ladies who joined us in designing 
parallel events! Exceptional ambassadors – 
one of them being Nataša Pirc Musar, PhD 
who will be sworn as the first female president 
of the Republic of Slovenia at the end of the 
year – together with other businesswomen, 
successful managers, leaders in various areas, 
lecturers, artists, humanitarians and former 
top-level athletes, turned our championship 

into a first-rate and especially a multiplicative 
event.
 
Thank you, dear ambassadors and other 
wonderful women for making our society more 
pleasant, successful and fulfilling! 

Women are making our society 
more pleasant, successful 

and fulfilling.“
“



TANJA FAJON

Deputy Prime Minister and Minister 
of Foreign Affairs.

I am honoured to have been invited to address 
today’s panel on empowering women. It is 
also a pleasure to see many familiar faces, 
especially women, who are successful in many 
different fields and who want to be a driving 
force for equality, equal opportunities and 
empowerment of women and girls. 

I have  had a keen interest in these challenges 
throughout my career, as a journalist, as a 
politician and now as a minister. The media, 
political processes and government decision-
making are among the best channels to promote 
equality, to fight for 
a better and more 
just society, and to 
call out unacceptable 
practices. I feel 
fortunate to have the 
opportunity to make 
my voice heard and to 
use it to promote ideas 
that are close to my 
heart.

I am proud to be the first female Minister of 
Foreign Affairs of Slovenia. As such, I am taking 
my mandate and mission very seriously. Within 
Slovenian diplomacy and foreign policy, my 

aim is to advance values and good practices 
for the achievement of gender equality and the 
empowerment of women and girls.   

Women hold nearly half of the mid- and senior-
level positions within our Ministry. About 40% 
of Slovenian ambassadors are women. This 
is a very solid basis for ensuring long-term 
and engaged fulfilment of our foreign policy 
commitments in this domain. 

We are not starting from scratch. The advancement 
of gender equality, equal opportunities and women’s 

empowerment are 
Slovenia’s long-
standing key foreign 
policy priorities. They 
are also a cross-
cutting issue in our 
development, and 
humanitarian and 
political engagement.  

I am pleased to be a 
part of the informal group of Foreign Ministers 
who want to promote the principles of Feminist 
Foreign Policy within the international agenda. 
I am convinced that we need to raise global 
awareness on the importance of equality and 

Our world must become a world 
where each woman and girl 
can exercise her choices and 

achieve her aspirations.“ “



empowerment. Our world must become a world where each woman 
and girl can exercise her choices and achieve her aspirations, such 
as getting an education, having an income, actively participating in 
politics and living in societies free from violence and discrimination.

Another foreign policy segment which focuses on women is the 
Women, Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda. I was already actively 
involved in this topic during my terms as a Member of the European 
Parliament and I continue this engagement as a Foreign Minister. 

The WPS Agenda is one of the pillars of sustainable development, 
stability and post-conflict rehabilitation. Women’s inclusion is 
invaluable for shaping a better future and for successful reconciliation 
and peace efforts. We need to unleash the potential of women and 
their equal participation at all levels. True peace can only be achieved 
if voices of all parts of society are heard. Women have provided 
crucial input in mediation, building trust, and 
finding sustainable options and compromises. 
They have been key to knitting back together 
the fabric of societies that were torn apart.

Several influential businesswomen will take part 
in today’s discussion. They know how hard it is 
to make it to the top. They also know how to use 
their positions to help and empower others. Their 
experience is precious, their guidance invaluable. 

In sport, we all have our own experience. Yes, the experience of a 
professional athlete is very different from experience of the rest of us. But 

all of us have felt the satisfaction, pride, and growing self-esteem in our 
own sports endeavours. Because we have fought our own weaknesses, 
challenges, and fears, and we have all come out stronger. 

Sports will always empower everybody – women and girls, minorities, 
children and the elderly, people with disabilities. It is one of its most 
important dimensions. We should keep it in mind and promote it actively.

The European Women’s Handball Championship will be yet another 
stepping stone to women’s empowerment, another demonstration 
of our abilities, determination and equality. I commend the co-hosts 
Montenegro, Northern Macedonia and Slovenia for all their endeavours 
and wish them a successful event.

I will root for Team Slovenia, but my sincere respect and full support go 
out to all the teams and all the players! 

True peace can only 
be achieved if voices 

of all parts of society are heard.“
“





DR. JERNEJA JUG JERŠE

Head of European Commission 
Representation in Slovenia with 
years of experience at the European 
Commission in many areas – structural 
reforms, internal market, and 
economic and financial affairs. A firm 
believer in women’s empowerment.

Empowering women is important to all of us; it is 
important for our society and for our economies. 
As President of the European Commission Ursula 
von der Leyen said, “Diversity is not only a matter 
of fairness. It also drives growth and innovation. 
The business case for having more women in 
leadership is clear. There are plenty of women 
qualified for top jobs: they should be able to get 
them”. 
 
Current situation

Many highly qualified women work in Europe 
today; 60% of current 
university graduates are 
female. Nevertheless, 
women are still 
under-represented in 
high-level positions, 
including on corporate 
boards; the progress 
on this issue has been 
very slow. Only a 
third of non-executive 
corporate board 
members are women; their share is even lower 
when it comes to executive boards. 
However, the situation has improved over the 
years. When the Commission started looking at 

this topic a decade ago, we were at 11%. Today, 
30% of corporate board members are women. 
But the differences between Member States are 
still big. According to the Jacques Delors Institute, 
France, which in 2011 first introduced legally 
binding targets for women on boards, is the only 
EU state to surpass their target of 40% today. 

It is followed by Italy, the Netherlands, Sweden, 
Belgium and Germany, with between 36 and 
38.8% of women in the boardroom. Lagging well 
behind are Hungary, Estonia and Cyprus, where 
fewer than one in 10 non-executive directors 

were women. Slovenia is 
on the 22nd place with 
around 20% of women 
on boards. 

Some countries (e.g. 
France) have achieved 
this by adopting 
measures with mandatory 
quotas, some countries 
have implemented soft 
measures (i.e. Slovenia), 

some have done nothing. Binding quotas have 
proven more effective in bringing more women on 
boards compared to softer measures or no action 
at all. 

More women on boards make 
companies more resilient, 

more innovative 
and will help to change 

top-down structures 
in the workplace.

“ “



However, critical decision-making positions 
within companies remain largely in the hands 
of men. In 2021, women held only 20.2% of 
executive positions and 33.3% of non-executive 
positions. Considering the CEO titles of the 
largest publicly listed companies, 7.8% are held 
by women.

At the EU level, we decided to act, since not taking 
advantage of the skills of highly qualified women 
constitutes a waste of talent and a loss of economic growth potential. 
Various studies suggest that companies with a higher representation of 
women at the most senior levels deliver better organisational and financial 
performance.

History

The European Commission proposed the Directive on improving the 
gender balance among non-executive directors of listed companies 
already in 2012. The file was blocked in Council of the EU, as some 
Member States considered that binding measures at the EU level were 
not the best way to pursue the objective. In her political guidelines, 
President von der Leyen committed to building a majority to unblock this 
important directive. 

In June 2022, after a decade of stalemate, the Council and the European 
Parliament finally reached a political agreement. The directive is expected 
to enter into force by the end of the year.

What will change?

The so-called “Women on Boards” directive 
will apply, for now, to listed companies with 
at least 250 employees. It aims to introduce 
transparent recruitment procedures in 
companies, so that at least 40% of non-
executive director posts, or 33% of executive 
and non-executive roles combined are 
occupied by the under-represented sex – 

generally women. In cases where candidates are equally qualified for a 
post, priority should go to the candidate of the under-represented sex. 

Listed companies will be required to provide the competent authorities 
annually with information about the gender representation on their boards 
and, if the objectives have not been met, how they plan to attain them. 

More women on boards make companies more resilient, more innovative 
and will help to change top-down structures in the workplace. Member 
States will need to transpose the directive into their own national 
legislation over the next two years. Companies will have to comply with 
the new target by 30 June 2026. 

The EU’s proposal also includes penalties for companies that fail to 
comply with selection and reporting obligations, such as fines and the 
annulment of contested appointments.

We need women and men. 
This is the only way 

we will be able 
to make the right decisions.“ “



Empowering women in practice

To lead by example, the European Commission under President von der 
Leyen has, for the first time, achieved a fully gender-balanced college 
of Commissioners; 13 out of 27 Commissioners are women. The 
Commission also strives to reach gender parity (50%) at all levels of its 
management by the end of 2024.

In practice, the Commission identifies competent women at the beginning 
of their career and empowers them. These women get the push needed 
to go the extra mile and apply for a job not only if they fulfil 95% of the 
required criteria, but also with less. This enables them to get rid of the 
impostor syndrome and guilt for leaving the office too early and for arriving 
home too late. They will also understand that efficiency is important, 
but it is not the only characteristic needed to succeed. Networking and 
imaging are equally important.

The Commission believes in gender parity at all levels of its management, 
not because women are better, but because we are different. To see the 
world in a fully rounded way, we need women and men. This is the only 
way we will be able to make the right decisions. And to maximise the 
success both of our societies and economies.



HEDVIKA USENIK

Member of the NLB d.d. Management 
Board

Women should say YES to career advancement 
opportunities that come our way, even though 
we might be burdened by various concerns, for 
example regarding our work-life balance. We 
should also keep in mind that there is virtue 
in asking for help and simplifying our lives, as 
neither us nor everything 
around us needs to be 
perfect. And lastly, we 
should get rid of the 
constant feeling of guilt. 
 
There are, of course, 
also steps that we 
should take to promote 
the empowerment of 
women, whether they are 
in the role of parents, managers or in society 
in general. When viewed from the parent’s 
perspective, girls should be encouraged to 
develop their talents and potential whether 
in sports, culture, science or other fields. 
We – and they – should not limit ourselves to 
‘typically’ women-oriented activities, hobbies, 
and, last but not least, careers. Based on 
my 26 years of work experience, of which 
I spent more than 17 years in the role of a 
manager, I firmly believe that we should give 
women opportunities to grow, prosper and 

advance in their careers, and to create an 
inclusive company culture where women feel 
appreciated and valued. Flexible working hours 
and possibility to work from home are some of 
the ways how to make it easier for women to 
better balance work and family. 

We need to be frank: the 
society is not yet fully 
ready for empowered 
women. It will take time 
to achieve this, as it is 
often closely related 
to changing beliefs. 
However, I am a big 
fan of fixing the basics, 
for example of a well-

functioning health system, well-functioning 
educational system, and a well-functioning 
and affordable childcare system to begin with. 

We should give 
women opportunities 

to grow, prosper 
and advance in their careers.“ “



DR. MARTA BON

Former handball player, long-term 
handball coach, professor at the 
Faculty of Sports, the president of 
the Commission for Gender Equality 
at Olympic Committee of Slovenia - 
Association of Sports Federations, 
member of the EHF Executive  
Committee, Chairwoman of the EHF 
Women’s Handball Board and a 
Coordinator of female ambassadors of 
Women’s EHF EURO 2022.

Marta Bon got to know sports from different 
perspectives. First as a talented youngster, 
then as a top athlete, and later as a coach, 
educator, and researcher. She has worked 
in various domestic and international 
scientific and professional associations; 
she is a member of the EHF Executive 
Board and president of the Commission for 
Gender Equality at the Olympic Committee of 
Slovenia.

Before stating 
anything else, I would 
like to emphasize 
the exceptional 
importance, I would 
like to emphasize 
the exceptional 
importance of the 
organization of 
Women’s EHF Euro 
2022 in Slovenia and pay tribute to the Handball 
Association of Slovenia and President Franjo 
Bobinac for the bold decision to bring the most 
prominent women’s sporting competition in 
the history of Slovenia to our country. 
 
The accompanying events of the championship, 
including the Sports-Business Conference, 

took this tournament above and beyond. It is a 
privilege and an honor to meet the women who 
participated in activities connected to female 
empowerment at this Euro. Each of them 
inspires and works with a glow in her eyes.
 
I believe in duality; in short, that female and male 
energies intertwine and create transcendental 
inertial effects. However, women must support 
each other sincerely with all their hearts and 

know that we can do 
the most together. In 
a way, it saddens me 
that any discussions 
about this are even 
necessary nowadays. 
It is essential that a 
woman who works in 
the prominent position 
of a leader, in addition 
to professionalism 

and humanity, works primarily on feminine 
principles and is aware of the power of wisdom, 
femininity, and grace.

To bring women’s empowerment to handball, 
I’d like to see an increase in the importance 
of respecting and nurturing the values   of 
cooperation and fair play on all levels. Where 

I believe in duality; 
in short, that female and male 
energies intertwine and create 
transcendental inertial effects.“ “



respect prevails, there is no need for discussions or measures for 
equal treatment of the genders, no racial or gender discrimination, 
and no sexual or other harassment. Women’s sports are present in 
our society, although it bothers me that it is often looked down upon. 
I think there is no need for that. 
  
As a woman in professional handball, I was frequently treated 
differently than my male colleagues, and I am glad to say that 
improvement in this sense can be seen. The share of women in 
professional sports after their playing career is increasing.



ŽIVA PLOJ PERŠUH

Orchestra Conductor, Musicologist, 
CEO of the European Career Centre 
for Artists Triple Bridge, Founder 
and Artistic Director of the Slovenian 
Youth Orchestra, Founder and 
Chief-Conductor of the Ljubljana 
International Orchestra.

It is an honour to be here with you today. I 
am thrilled that culture is included in business 
topics as one of the milestones of opportunities, 
as an instrument of connection and diplomacy, 
as a mirror of our country abroad and a 
benchmark of ethics at home.

I am a conductor of symphonic music, opera, 
ballet, different sized orchestras and projects. 
I am also the CEO and artistic director of the 
European Career Center for Artists. I am a 
manager and a mother. 

Being a conductor always raises many 
questions. First of all, why? My mind always 
responds: why not! In 
this question I have 
always recognised 
the notion of power, 
authority, having all the 
ability, being in charge, 
and entering an entirely 
men’s club at my 
beginnings. What would 
she want to do with all 
this power?

On the contrary, I think about my profession and 
chosen path in life as something that underlines 

broad knowledge. As a vast field of possibilities 
of primarily nonverbal communication, it is 
also embracing differences in many ways, 
achieving things together in a group, taking on 
huge responsibility, etc.

If I answer this question more profoundly, I 
believe that power comes only after having 
broad knowledge. Authority comes after 
being able to use and work in this vast field 
of possibilities of nonverbal communication. 
And being in charge requires you to embrace 
differences in many ways, doing things 
together, and take on huge responsibility.

Collaboration and 
understanding the 
broader influence of 
your profession is one 
of the most important 
ways to showcase 
empowering women. So 
let me tell you about my 
experience.

At the end of February, 
the war in Ukraine 

started. Three women who did not know each 
other connected instantly for higher purposes: 

Being in charge 
requires you to embrace 

differences in many ways, 
doing things together, and 
take on huge responsibility.
“ “



two conductors and a manager.

As a mother, I instantly knew what we had to do. I stepped into 
the project as manager orchestrating many ways of evacuation. We, 
the Slovenian Youth Orchestra organisation, evacuated 142 children, 
young adolescent musicians, some only recently becoming adults, 
and their mothers. We understood that only evacuation is not helping 
these young aspiring people. We refused to name them refugees; 
instead, we started to think about the integration process, and here I 
stepped in as a conductor. So, the Music for the Future project was 
established.

We immediately organised music activities. We also activated 
mothers (all with a university degree) to help within the group, teach 

English, music, prepare meals, help as doctors, art directors/graphic 
designers, and social media experts. We gave this group of people a 
purpose. We relocated their lives. We gave them dignity. We returned 
smiles on their faces and happiness in their hearts. It all happened 
because of music, mainly when they played music again. Music was 
our tool and with this, we fought for justice, peace and freedom.

We held 32 concerts in Slovenia, Croatia, Austria and Germany.Three 
women, two conductors and one manager organised the evacuation, 
established the project and made integration possible and successful. 

We helped to raise half a million in donations to cover all the costs 
of housing, food, instrument repair or purchase. It was all done in 6 
months.



Strong collaboration is one way of making empowering women 
possible. And it should be equally influential on the national or 
international level. 

The Music for the Future project proves this and 
shows that connection, strong will, focus and 
strategy can have some excellent outcomes. Not 
only on a personal but also on a social level. I 
think everything is possible when addressing 
social issues through music or art. For me 
empowering women is foremost thinking about 
the next generations. 

Changing society to accept women in leading positions is a historical 
process. We must have patience, tolerance, focus and keep the 
vision of what is possible when working and striving in a society that 
accepts empowering movement not as a threat but as a strength.

Being responsible means not only deciding, delegating, and 
determining in your own will but also listening and hearing what the 
opposite side has to say. In an ideal world, opposition means balance 
and protects us from going to extremes.

As far as personal obstacles are concerned, they are the ones that 
each of us sets for ourselves. The environment sometimes needs to 
be more present, more inspired and ready to believe in the vision 
of someone who is alone and the only one believing in the idea. 
To support someone who shows a strong will, a clear step forward, 
determination – I think our society is still somewhat limited in these 

respects and I would like it to be more adventurous. And yes, this 
means responsibility yet again. Moreover, this means accepting 

and understanding a profession as such and 
not the gender behind it. I am aware of the 
expectations and limitations of mine, but when 
I decide what my next goal is, it is only focus, 
determination and having a positive mindset 
about the tasks. I never think of myself as a 
female conductor. Just a conductor.

Music was our tool 
and with this, 

we fought for justice, 
peace and freedom.“ “



ALEŠA MIŽIGOJ

CEO of Medex and Honorary Consul 
of Canada. Passionate in promoting 
sustainability in all of its aspects.

Girls with dreams become women with vision. 

That is why I think it is extremely important to 
encourage young girls to believe that they are 
capable and can do whatever they set out to do. 
That is why I am happy to 
support women’s sports; 
the Radomlje women’s 
football club even bears 
the name Medex.

I think that sport is 
exactly what  cultivates 
those qualities which are 
absolutely necessary for assuming a decisive 
role in the community, even in later life. 
Exceptional organisation, focus, passion, hard 
work, discipline and  desire to win are certainly 
values that help pave a successful path for 
women even at an advanced age.
 
Unfortunately, we women are too self-critical, 
prone to perfectionism, and often focus on not 
doing anything wrong rather than on the fact 
that our actions are primarily good. The fear of 
failure, defeat, is precisely what often cripples 
women, instead of them flying on the wings of 
countless abilities and virtues. 

Young women therefore need role models, 
mentorship and support to be braver in accepting 
leadership positions. Only the balanced role of 
men and women will pave the way for a better 
tomorrow.

Girls with dreams 
become women with vision. “

“



MAJA RIJAVEC

Smetumet - non-profit organization, 
local upcycling, playful unique design, 
handmade and ethical production.

Sustainability is not a modern trend but a way of 
life that helps to reduce negative environmental 
impacts in the long term. And because it is right 
to change habits by example, the organizing 
committee of the Women’s EHF Euro 2022 
has taken a series of measures to prove that 
sustainability is not just a buzzword but can 
be included in everyday life as well as in the 
organization of an event such as a European 
Women’s Handball Championship,

Hybrid and electric buses 
take the teams to the 
matches, and 32 trees have 
been planted in Ljubljana 
and Celje. We did this 
wholeheartedly. 

The children dedicated 
the beginning of the 
school year to handball with sports and cross-
curricular activities. One of the activities was an 
art competition called Women’s handball. Kids 
created artworks on Japanese knotweed paper 
from an invasive alien plant handmade in Paplab 
under the auspice of JP Voka Snaga. 

The company Tekstina processed the motifs 
into the fabric that will be used to decorate kids’ 

playrooms. “We approached the story because 
the sustainability aspect is close to us. We made 
a new fabric from the old textile, on which we 
printed the pictures. The idea is unique, as it 
connected children and other stakeholders,” said 
Simon Šprunk, director of Tekstina.

The research made by the “Obleka naredi 
človeka” (Clothes Make a Person) project 
showed that every Slovenian throws away 12.3 

kilograms of clothing per 
year. Our purchasing 
decisions are, therefore, 
essential in reducing 
our textile waste. We 
must choose to buy less 
attire and choose such 
that it is of better quality 
and will serve us for a 
longer time. It is also 

essential to take care of our clothes, repair them 
if necessary, exchange them or give them away.

To ensure that used handball jerseys and balls 
from previous seasons did not end up in the 
trash, we at the company Smetumet made 
unique commemorative bracelets on display 
at the Magistrate’s office. The bracelets were 
knitted by individuals from Russia, Kazakhstan, 

We have transformed waste that 
would otherwise go to landfill 
into a product with a strong 

symbolic message.
“ “



Syria, Afghanistan, and Bosnia and Herzegovina but entirely made in 
Slovenia and are an excellent example of a circular economy, as used 
T-shirts, handballs, and nets have taken on a whole new purpose. We 
have transformed waste that would otherwise go to landfill into a product 
with a strong symbolic message - threads build bracelets, connect 
people, and create bonds that we weave during the championship.

Handball bracelets embody sustainability in the truest sense of the 
word. Last but not least, we used the traditional technique of rope 
weaving, which nicely sums up the symbolism of interweaving the old 
with the new, sport with empowerment, conventional and sustainable.



Handball Federation of Slovenia 
Ljubljana, November 2022


