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Good evening.  Thank you for having me here this 

evening.  And thanks to everyone in the audience for 

attending.  It is a great pleasure to be back here with 

SDMO, to see many friends and familiar faces, and to talk 

about U.S.-European relations.  

 

Before discussing this topic, I want to address recent press 

stories about the next U.S. Ambassador to Slovenia as 

well as the story that appeared yesterday in Slovenske 

novice claiming we are shutting down the U.S. Embassy 

in Ljubljana.  As one of America’s finest literary figures, 

Mark Twain, commented when told by a reporter that his 

obituary had been printed in a newspaper:  “The report of 

my death was an exaggeration.”  I can assure you that 

there are no plans to close down the U.S. Embassy in 

Ljubljana, and I continue to serve happily as the U.S. 

Ambassador here.  Like all U.S. ambassadors worldwide, 

I serve at the pleasure of the President.  Any authoritative 
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information regarding a new Ambassador here will come 

from the White House in good time. 

 

This is a timely moment to address U.S.-European 

relations, following the opening of the UN General 

Assembly debate last week and the Bled Strategic Forum 

just prior to that.  Also, our nominee to be the next 

Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian 

Affairs, Mr. Wess Mitchell, appeared before Congress last 

week for his confirmation hearing and outlined his vision 

for strengthening transatlantic relations in the years to 

come.   

 

There is always a degree of uncertainty when 

administrations change.  I have some experience in this 

regard:  I started my diplomatic career shortly after 

Ronald Reagan was inaugurated as President, and have 

observed five U.S. presidential transitions during my 

career.  With each change of administration, some 

priorities certainly change.  The issues of the day may 

wax and wane depending on the concerns of our President 

and Secretary of State.  But I’ve observed over the course 

of my career that the direction of U.S. foreign policy and 
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our core national interests have endured.  And I think one 

can say this with even more clarity when one speaks of 

the strong and enduring relationship between the United 

States and Europe.   

 

I know this transition from old to new Administrations 

created early concerns about the U.S. commitment to our 

partnership with Europe.  But let there be no doubt about 

this commitment, which our President conveyed in his 

trips to Europe this summer and which Vice President 

Pence, Secretary of State Tillerson, Secretary of Defense 

Mattis, and other senior officials have emphasized on 

numerous occasions during visits to Europe and in 

meetings with European partners.  The U.S. commitment 

to NATO and European security remains ironclad, and we 

will continue to look to European Allies and partners to 

advance together our common security, political and 

economic interests. 

 

So, let me begin by excerpting a bit of Mr. Mitchell’s 

statement from his hearing last week to frame the 

relationship between the United States and Europe; I have 

to be a bit cautious about referring too much to his 
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testimony because he is not yet confirmed by the Senate, 

but the following quotation provides a good sense of 

where the Administration is headed with regard to 

relations with Europe:   

 

“America’s alliances are the backbone of our strength 

and influence as a Great Power.  Seventy years ago, 

Americans helped to create a new Western order, 

grounded in Atlantic cooperation.  We did so not out 

of charity, but because we understood that America 

has an enduring strategic interest in removing what 

an earlier generation of U.S. policymakers called the 

“firetrap” of geopolitics in the western rimlands of 

Eurasia.  This region was the birthplace of three 

global wars in the 20th Century—two hot and one 

cold.  The alliance that we built together after 1945 

and expanded after 1989 has been a guarantee against 

the return of that old cycle of bloodshed.  It has laid 

the foundation for unprecedented freedom, stability 

and prosperity in much of the world.”   

 

Indeed, this transatlantic relationship has been the 

foundational constant in the post-World War II world 
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order.  Challenges to it have risen and retreated.  

Together, we have made adjustments when needed to 

reflect the changing circumstances of history.  But the 

transatlantic relationship has laid the foundation for 

unprecedented freedom, stability, and prosperity in much 

of the world.  As President Trump said in Warsaw, “there 

is nothing like this community of nations. The world has 

never known anything like it… [and] we must have the 

courage and desire to preserve” it.   

 

So I thought that I would focus my comments this 

evening around two areas that will clearly be our major 

priorities in the U.S.-Europe relationship over the next 

few years – security and defense, and economic 

prosperity.    

 

Perhaps the most important instrument we have in this 

first endeavor is NATO.  Visiting NATO headquarters 

last February, Defense Secretary Mattis affirmed that “the 

alliance remains a fundamental bedrock for the United 

States and for all the transatlantic community, bonded as 

we are together.”  When he visited Poland this summer, 

President Trump reaffirmed the U.S. commitment to 
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NATO’s Article 5, saying “Americans know that a strong 

alliance of free, sovereign and independent nations is the 

best defense for our freedoms and for our interests.”   

 

But even with all of its successes, NATO must continue 

to adapt to rising challenges.  New forms of aggression 

such as election meddling, financial crimes, and 

cyberwarfare now intermix with the threat of terrorism 

and instability on NATO’s borders east and south.  And a 

resurgent and aggressive Russia has forced NATO Allies 

to resurrect the Alliance’s original deterrence mission.   

 

We must be sober-minded about Russia’s potentially 

destabilizing role in eastern and southern Europe.  It is in 

the interests of the American and Russian peoples to 

lower tensions between the world’s two largest nuclear 

powers.  At the same time, the Russian government must 

understand that a return to normal relations will be 

impossible as long as it attacks its neighbors, abuses its 

people, and attempts to undermine confidence in 

America’s institutions and those of our allies.   
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Now, more than ever, we must safeguard our individual 

and collective institutions while continuing to put 

pressure on Russia to cease similar activities in more 

vulnerable countries such as Ukraine, Georgia, and 

Moldova.  We must make efforts to reduce our own 

vulnerabilities and the vulnerabilities of our allies and 

partners to corruption, disinformation, and other forms of 

malign influence that Russia uses to weaken institutions 

and civil society.  In the United States, we have also 

become unfortunately familiar with these attempts by 

Russia to undermine our trusted institutions, as have other 

European countries.  Russian influence in the Balkans 

appears intended to disrupt stability and the region’s 

integration into Euro-Atlantic structures, as we saw with 

the effort to derail Montenegro’s NATO accession.   

 

The U.S.-Russia relationship remains very challenging, 

but we remain open to achieving the stated goal of both of 

our presidents:  improved relations between our two 

countries and increased cooperation on areas of mutual 

concern.  But as Secretary Tillerson has said, it is up to 

Russia to take the first steps to rebuild trust, such as 

implementing the Minsk agreement in cooperation with 

Ukraine and returning Crimea to Ukraine. 



8 

 

 

We can further strengthen NATO by growing the 

organization in a smart, strategic way.  A good example 

of this is the Adriatic Charter, which has helped Western 

Balkan countries pursue a path towards NATO 

membership.  Vice President Pence’s visit to Montenegro 

in August to celebrate its accession to the alliance 

demonstrates the strong, consistent U.S. support for 

NATO’s Open Door policy.  During the visit, the Vice 

President noted that “by bringing the Adriatic ever closer 

to the Atlantic, we can ensure a brighter future not only 

for the Western Balkans, but for the West itself.”  

 

And of course, all members of NATO have been hearing 

a more focused call from the United States that even as 

we openly welcome new members into the alliance, all 

members must redouble their efforts to meet their full and 

fair defense spending commitments.  The United States 

has asked that all member states do their part.  As 

Secretary Mattis has asserted, “it's a fair demand that all 

who benefit from the best defense in the world carry their 

proportionate share of the necessary cost to defend 

freedom.  And we should never forget ultimately it is 
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freedom that we defend here at NATO.”  If NATO is to 

continue to be the world’s most successful security and 

defense organization, it can only do so with the full 

resource commitment of all its members.    

 

I would like to shift a bit now to talk about the other 

major priority in the U.S.-European relationship:  

economic prosperity.  The transatlantic security 

relationship has not just brought unprecedented stability 

to the region, but it has brought unprecedented economic 

prosperity as well. 

 

America is at its best when our alliances are strong and 

our trade is vibrant.  A cornerstone of this is the trillion-

dollar transatlantic economy.  It gives jobs to millions of 

Americans, as well as to millions of our friends across the 

Atlantic.  As Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin affirmed 

at the G20 meeting earlier this year, "We believe in free 

trade, we are in one of the largest markets in the world, 

we are one of the largest trading partners in the world, 

trade has been good for us, it has been good for other 

people."  Robust, free-flowing trade is beneficial for all 

parties involved.   
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So while the language on trade may be different from 

before, and while the TTIP concept remains under review 

in Washington, Europe is and will remain one of the 

United States’ top economic partners.  We must continue 

to seek ways to expand and enhance this partnership in a 

manner that ensures continued growth and prosperity for 

all our citizens. 

 

On this topic, I’d like to offer a few thoughts on trade 

between Slovenia and the United States.  I regularly visit 

Slovenian businesses across the country that value free 

trade and want to do more business with the United 

States.  Whether it’s an up-and-coming tech company that 

wants to establish a presence in Silicon Valley or a farm 

near Žalec marketing Slovenian hops to American craft 

brewers, Slovenian businesses and entrepreneurs want 

increased access to U.S. markets.  Slovenian consumers 

are discerning, and the quality of Slovenian products 

reflects that.  Slovenian goods are competitive in any 

market, including ours.  We have one of the most open 

markets, if not the most open market, for trade and 
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investment, so we have a good foundation upon which to 

build to enhance our economic ties. 

 

Likewise, American companies and investors recognize 

Slovenia as a talent- and resource-rich country, a member 

of the EU and the Eurozone, with good infrastructure and 

favorable geographical and historical connections to 

Central Europe and the Balkans.  Slovenian workers are 

highly educated, speak multiple languages, and have a 

strong international perspective.  So there continues to be 

strong and growing interest among U.S. firms to invest 

here.  By following through with privatization, tax reform 

and initiatives to reduce bureaucracy, Slovenia can 

enhance the business environment here and attract even 

more international interest.  Slovenia can show the world 

it is open to foreign investment and create more jobs and 

opportunities for the Slovenian people. 

 

One part of economic prosperity is energy security, and 

we have worked hard to encourage all our European allies 

to enhance energy security through diversification of 

energy sources and routes.  During President Trump’s 

visit to Poland for the Three Seas Summit, he warned of 
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being held hostage to a single supplier of energy.  

Embracing multiple sources of energy offers the dual 

benefit of increasing security and balancing trade.  And of 

course, American LNG can be part of that solution. 

 

Let me conclude by underscoring that Europe has been 

and will remain our indispensable partner in tackling 

issues in the region, and just as often, around the world.  

We face tremendous challenges – from Syria and Iran to 

North Korea to ISIS – and surely new challenges will 

continue to emerge which we haven’t even yet 

considered.  Regardless of what we face, it remains 

critical that we stand together.   

 

I hope I’ve given you a few things to reflect upon, and I 

look forward to a vigorous dialogue on U.S. – Europe 

relations.  I have focused more on broader trans-Atlantic 

themes but I would be please, of course, to discuss U.S.-

Slovenian bilateral relations.   

 

I would welcome your questions and comments.  Najlepša 

hvala.  


