OPENING REMARKS FOR THE JEAN MONNET ROUNDTABLE 2026
Distinguished guests, welcome to the Faculty of Law of the University of Maribor on this year’s Europe Day.
It is my great pleasure to welcome you today to the roundtable entitled Waste Management as a Service of General Economic Interest in Light of the Judgments of the Court of Justice of the European Union and the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Slovenia – the Interzero Case.
The issues we will discuss today go to the very core of modern European law: how to reconcile the public interest, environmental protection, and the functioning of the internal market; how far the state may intervene in the organization of economic activities in order to ensure the effective provision of services in the general interest; and what limits are imposed in this regard by European Union law and by the constitutional principles of the rule of law.
With the adoption of the Environmental Protection Act (ZVO-2), Slovenia introduced an important reform of the extended producer responsibility system, moving from a competitive model with multiple schemes to a model based on a single organization for individual waste streams. This reform opened a number of legal questions – ranging from the freedom of establishment and the freedom to provide services, interference with acquired rights and legitimate expectations, to the question under what conditions an activity may be organized as a service of general economic interest.
Because of these issues, the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Slovenia stayed the proceedings and referred questions for a preliminary ruling to the Court of Justice of the European Union in the Interzero case. In its judgment, the Court of Justice confirmed that EU law allows Member States to adopt even highly regulated and centralized waste-management models, but only under strict conditions of proportionality, transparency, and effective supervision. Earlier this year, the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Slovenia also delivered its decision, further opening questions concerning the practical implementation of these standards within the Slovenian legal order.
Today, we will discuss all these issues with our distinguished speakers:
– Dr Damjan Kukovec, Judge at the General Court of the European Union,
– Dr Rajko Knez, until recently Judge of the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Slovenia and Professor at our Faculty,
– Dr Primož Gabrič, Director of Reciklarna d.o.o.,
– Dr Aleš Ferčič, Professor at the Faculty of Law, University of Maribor.
My sincere thanks to all our guests for accepting our invitation.
Perhaps we could begin the discussion from a somewhat broader perspective – with the very concept of services of general economic interest.
Judge Dr Kukovec:
– How are services of general economic interest understood in EU law today, and why do they remain one of the most sensitive intersections between the public interest and the market?
Professor Ferčič:
– Has the concept of SGEI evolved in recent years under the influence of the green transition, strategic autonomy, and the increasingly regulatory role of the state?
Turning now to the field of waste management:
Dr Gabrič:
– What are the specific features of waste management that lead states so often to resort to stronger regulation or even monopolistic models?
Dr Knez:
– In the field of waste management, is it easier to justify restrictions on the internal market because of environmental objectives than in other economic sectors? How important in this context are the “polluter pays” principle and the concept of the circular economy?
And now, of course, to the Interzero case itself.
Dr Gabrič:
– Given your professional background, how would you explain the background of this case to our students? How did it come before the Constitutional Court?
Dr Knez:
– How did you approach the decision to refer questions to the Court of Justice of the EU, and how did you subsequently receive its judgment? Did the Court primarily impose limits on the state, or did it in fact leave Member States with a rather broad margin of discretion?
Judge Dr Kukovec:
– In your opinion, what is the most important message of the Court of Justice’s judgment in the Interzero case?
Professor Ferčič:
– What comes next? Will the Slovenian model require further adjustments, or have we now obtained a relatively stable framework for the future development of the extended producer responsibility system?
And finally, one brief concluding question for all of you: to what extent do you believe the European Union will be able to preserve the established principles of the single market alongside the green transition?

