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The guest speaker at the Slovenian Association for International Relations was Professor Dr Miro Cerar, currently Dean of the Faculty of Law at the University of Ljubljana and a constitutional law expert. In his political career, he served as Prime Minister of the Republic of Slovenia from 2014 to 2018 and as Minister of Foreign Affairs from 2018 to 2020. As a leading authority on the subject, he would provide an in-depth examination of sovereignty, addressing both its legal and political dimensions.
The discussion, entitled “On Sovereignty and the Limits of Sovereignty”, was moderated by Marjan Šetinc, President of the Slovenian Association for International Relations (SDMO), who introduced the subject with a number of opening observations:
On 30 September 2026, the media reported the following:
“US-led coalition forces officially concluded Operation Inherent Resolve on 30 September 2026 and withdrew from Iraq. The US Department of Defense confirmed the end of the military mission and the withdrawal of the remaining forces, including those stationed at the base in Erbil, in the Kurdistan region, in accordance with the agreement reached between the United States and Iraq in September 2024. Iraqi Prime Minister Ali al-Zaidi described the end of the mission as the beginning of a new chapter and declared a Sovereignty Day in Baghdad.”
Slovenia, too, designated 25 October as Sovereignty Day in 2015. It commemorates the day in 1991 when the last soldiers of the Yugoslav People's Army (JNA) withdrew from Slovenian territory.
These two examples might lead us to conclude quite simply that sovereignty is attained when foreign military forces withdraw from a country's territory. Although the two cases are comparable only to a limited extent, they are nevertheless illustrative.
The Republic of Somaliland functions as a de facto sovereign state, although it is not generally recognised internationally. When the British Protectorate ended on 26 June 1960, Somaliland was recognised by 35 countries. However, just five days later, it opted to unite with the south and establish the Republic of Somalia. It is worth recalling that 1960 was a year of major decolonisation across Africa.
Following several decades of brutal civil war and the collapse of Siad Barre's military regime, Somaliland once again declared independence from Somalia on 18 May 1991.
Since 1991, it has operated independently. It has its own constitution, government, president, parliament, currency – the Somaliland shilling – passports and security forces, as well as historically defined borders established during the British Protectorate.
Its capital, Hargeisa, has air links with a number of countries and trade relations throughout the region. Somaliland has also concluded a special agreement with Ethiopia allowing it to use the port of Berbera on the Gulf of Aden, among other arrangements.
Despite fulfilling the criteria for statehood laid down in the Montevideo Convention, most countries, the African Union and the United Nations do not recognise Somaliland and continue to regard it as part of the sovereign state of Somalia.
Why should the recognition of an independent national entity depend on the approval of already recognised states? The argument that recognition could trigger a wave of similar demands from other peoples who meet the requirements for self-determination is hypocritical. Could the real motive be the protection of an exclusive club of already sovereign and internationally recognised states?
Incidentally, in 2006, the Welsh Parliament supported Somaliland's right to self-determination. Between 10,000 and 15,000 Somalilanders live in Wales. In 2020, Taiwan and Somaliland established a de facto diplomatic partnership.
In December 2025, Israel formally recognised Somaliland as an independent and sovereign state. Somaliland has since opened an embassy in Jerusalem, while Israel has opened one in Hargeisa. This did not happen by chance. The immediate context was a statement made by Somalia's President, Hassan Sheikh Mohamud, on state television, declaring that: "Somalia will use all available diplomatic means to resist Israeli aggression."
[bookmark: _GoBack]Despite opposition to its recognition, the Republic of Somaliland is a sovereign state. Judging from the extensive descriptions and information available, Somaliland appears to be more independent and more sovereign, operating outside the grip of established sovereign states, than countries bound by mutual agreements and international law.
The situation is different in the case of Palestine. To date, Palestine has been recognised by 157 sovereign states, within the 1967 borders. Israel occupies most of this territory and continues its policy of ethnic cleansing, displacing Palestinians from lands on which they have lived for centuries. Recognition by 81% of the world's sovereign states has not secured their sovereignty or independence.
Does a decision made in the past remain valid forever? Does a decision made by people several generations ago have to be binding on future generations? Can a people decide differently when it realises that a conflictual relationship within a common state cannot be resolved by any other means? Why do some succeed while others fail?
In the case of Brexit, following the referendum in 2016, the British Prime Minister David Cameron declared: "PEOPLE SPOKE" – so the people have made their decision. He argued that, after 40 years, PEOPLE HAVE THE RIGHT TO DECIDE AGAIN whether they wish to remain in the European Union. Those advocating leaving the EU, proclaimed: "WE ARE A SOVEREIGN NATION AGAIN." In other words, we are once again a sovereign state. "WE TOOK BACK CONTROL."
Under international law and the criteria established by the 1933 Montevideo Convention, all United Nations member states are sovereign states. The Convention defines four requirements for statehood:
· A permanent population;
· A defined territory;
· An effective government; and
· The capacity to enter into relations with other states.
However, matters are not quite so straightforward. In the real world, taking economic and geopolitical circumstances into account, absolute sovereignty and complete independence simply do not exist.
Despite all the lofty rhetoric about human rights and the right of peoples to self-determination, the international community is generally reluctant to uphold these principles. Moreover, it defends the inviolability of borders, regardless of what happens within the boundaries of individual entities deemed to be "inviolable".
International law derives its foundations from the United Nations Charter, which was drafted in a very different historical period. It sought to cement the international order established after the Second World War. Yet, as we know, no convention in modern history has succeeded in establishing solutions that are entirely permanent.
International law, it seems, treat unrecognised entities harshly.
Sovereignty does not come about of its own accord. The process – or struggle – for independence, for liberation from subordination and the denial of rights, whether relating to language, culture, territory or other fundamental aspects of national identity, is undoubtedly still an unfinished process.
So, how far can the concept of national sovereignty be stretched while remaining legally defensible? How can we explain to peoples who are denied sovereignty that the time has not yet come for them? And if one people is granted this right, why should another be denied it?
Herein lies the paradox: sovereign states decide who should be granted sovereignty and who should not, however in the Palestinian case the recognition by sovereign states does not help.
It would appear that Somaliland is, in some respects, more sovereign than already established sovereign nations, since it is not bound by the rules imposed by the United Nations or by other conventions and regulations established by sovereign states themselves!
These and other questions relating to the concept of sovereignty were examined in depth by Professor Miro Cerar.
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