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EVENT DESCRIPTION SHEET 

 

PROJECT 

Participant: Regionalna agencija za razvoj istocne Srbije (RARIS) 

PIC number:  933647020 

Project name and acronym:  
[Rural communities engagement bringing green 
solutions] — [Rural Green] 

 

EVENT DESCRIPTION 

Event number: WP4 

Event name: World Cafe “Digitalization and Circular Economy” 

Type: Conference 

In situ/online: in-situ 

Location: Slovenia, Topolšica 

Date(s): 03–05.06.2025 

Website(s) (if any): https://rural-green.raris.org 

Participants 

Female: 22 

Male: 15 

Non-binary:  

From country 1 [Slovenia]: 27 

From country 2 [Croatia]: 2 

From country 3 [Bosnia]: 3 

From country 3 [Serbia]: 2 

From country 3 [Bulgaria] 3 

Total number of participants: 37 From total number of countries: 5 

Description 

Provide a short description of the event and its activities. 

The third international event of the Rural Green project was held from June 3–5, 2025, in Topolšica, 
Slovenia, organized by RA SAŠA. The event brought together participants from across Eastern 
Europe to explore the intersection of digitalization and the circular economy in rural development. 
Through field visits, presentations, and discussions, attendees shared experiences and explored 
pathways for greener, more inclusive rural policies and practices. 
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The first day featured partner arrivals, a Steering Committee meeting to review project progress, and a 
welcome dinner that set a collaborative tone. On June 4, participants visited successful local examples 
of circular economy practices: Biomasa Nazarje, where forestry waste is converted into biomass 
energy; Camp Menina, an eco-tourism site integrating reuse, local sourcing, and sustainability 
certification; the Komunala Velenje Wastewater Treatment Plant, which showcases innovative 
water reuse and nutrient recovery strategies; and Velenje Beach, a reclaimed post-industrial site 
transformed into a green public space. These visits illustrated how rural communities can turn 
environmental challenges into economic and social opportunities aligned with EU green policies. 

On June 5, the main conference took place at the Hotel Vesna conference hall. Katarina Ostruh 
opened with insights on just transition strategies to ensure equitable participation in green 
transformation. Ana Marinčič presented the TUR-KROG project, combining circular practices with 
tourism and education. Ivica Orešnik highlighted the LEADER/CLLD approach for mobilizing local 
communities in cross-sector development. Dr. Edita Jasiukaitytė-Grojzdek explained how digital 
tools and sustainable chemistry are transforming biomass into high-value circular products. Lastly, 
Stanko Blatnik addressed the role of AI in the circular transition, emphasizing that AI is a tool for 
innovation and collaboration—not a threat. 

The event reinforced that the circular economy is not only an environmental necessity but a chance to 
build resilient rural communities through local empowerment, digital innovation, and transnational 
cooperation. Participants left with practical knowledge, strong partnerships, and inspiration to lead 
change within their own regions. 

Summary of Activities 

Day 1 – June 3, 2025: Arrival and Steering Committee Meeting 

• Participants checked in at Hotel Vesna in Terme Topolšica. 

• A Steering Committee meeting addressed project management and preparation for the main 
sessions, and discassed the possible dates for the next meeting. 

• An informal welcome dinner offered networking opportunities for all attendees. 

Day 2 – June 4, 2025: Good Practice Site Visits 

The group visited several locations demonstrating successful circular economy practices: 

1. Biomasa Nazarje – Highlighted sustainable biomass utilization. 

2. Camp Menina – Showcased eco-tourism integration with circular practices. 

3. Wastewater Treatment Plant – Komunala Velenje – Presented innovative water management 
strategies. 

4. Velenje Beach – A public space regeneration project integrating environmental values. 

Day 3 – June 5, 2025: Conference and Presentations 

Presentations and Discussions: 

• Opening Address: Mayor of Šoštanj 

• Katarina Ostruh (Center for Just Transition – CPP SAŠA) "Just Transition: Ensuring No One 
is Left Behind". Katarina addressed the importance of social fairness in the shift toward green and 
circular economies, especially in post-industrial and coal-dependent regions like the SAŠA region. 

• Ana Marinčič (RA SAŠA): Presented the TUR-KROG project combining sustainable tourism 
and circular economy. The project emphasized recycling, digital education, and inclusion of vulnerable 
groups. 

• Ivica Orešnik (LAS Zgornje Savinjske in Šaleške doline): Explained the LEADER/CLLD rural 
development program and cross-border cooperation projects. 

• Dr. Edita Jasiukaitytė-Grojzdek (National Institute of Chemistry): Focused on catalysis and 
digital process optimization in biomass conversion. 

• Stanko Blatnik (IPAK Institute): Spoke on the role of artificial intelligence as an interface 
between analog and digital environments, with societal and philosophical reflections. 

Key Discussion Areas and Outcomes 

1. Digitalization and Innovation: Explored as tools to enhance sustainability and efficiency in 
circular economy practices. 

2. Local Empowerment: Rural actors emphasized the need for capacity-building and technology 
access. 
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3. Gender and Inclusion: Women’s roles in rural green transitions needs to be highlighted 
through training initiatives and targeted project activities. 

4. Cross-border Collaboration: Reinforced as essential for knowledge exchange and expanding 
the impact of successful practices. 

Future Steps 

• Development of a digital learning platform on sustainable tourism and circular economy. 

• Continued integration of local communities in policy development processes. 

• Strengthening ties among project partners for future pilot actions and initiatives. 

  

Examples of good practices  

1. Biomasa Nazarje – Sustainable Biomass Utilization 

Biomasa Nazarje exemplifies the circular economy by transforming wood waste from logging 
industries, such as sawmills, into biomass for energy and heat generation via boilers. This approach 
not only reduces waste but also promotes renewable energy and efficient resource management. By 
converting organic waste into valuable resources, Biomasa Nazarje aligns with the circular economy's 
principles of resource efficiency and waste minimization. This initiative supports Slovenia's broader 
goals of sustainable development and energy self-sufficiency.  

2. Camp Menina – Eco-Tourism Integration with Circular Practices 

Camp Menina, located in the Upper Savinja Valley, is a family-oriented campsite that has integrated 
circular economy principles into its operations. As the first Green Key awarded campsite in Slovenia, it 
emphasizes sustainable tourism by implementing eco-friendly practices such as waste reduction, 
energy efficiency, and promoting local products. The camp's participation in the Cross-Re-Tour project 
further enhances its commitment to the circular economy by promoting open innovation and allowing 
SMEs to improve their operational performance through digital, green, and circular economy practices.  

3. Komunala Velenje – Innovative Water Management Strategies 

The Wastewater Treatment Plant operated by Komunala Velenje demonstrates the circular economy's 
application in water management. By treating wastewater to a level suitable for environmental release 
or reuse, the plant exemplifies resource recovery and sustainability. Such facilities can recover energy 
and valuable elements like phosphorus, nitrogen, and organic carbon, which can be reused in 
agriculture and other industries, thereby closing the resource loop.  

4. Velenje Beach – Public Space Regeneration Integrating Environmental Values 

Velenje Beach is a prime example of transforming a former industrial site into a sustainable public 
space. Once a dump site for mining wastewater, it has been revitalized into a popular tourist 
destination, promoting recreation and environmental education. This transformation aligns with the 
circular economy by repurposing degraded land, enhancing biodiversity, and providing social and 
economic benefits to the community. The project is part of Velenje's broader green transformation 
efforts, which include investments in renewable energy and sustainable urban development. 

These four initiatives collectively showcase practical applications of the circular economy in various 
sectors, including energy, tourism, water management, and urban regeneration. Their integration into 
the Rural Green conference provided participants with tangible examples of sustainable practices, 
fostering knowledge exchange and inspiring further adoption of circular economy principles in rural 
and urban settings.  

  

Conference Presentation Summaries  

1. Katarina Ostruh (Center for Just Transition – CPP SAŠA) 

"Just Transition: Ensuring No One is Left Behind" 

Katarina addressed the importance of social fairness in the shift toward green and circular economies, 
especially in post-industrial and coal-dependent regions like the SAŠA region. Her key points included: 

• The Just Transition framework ensures that workers, vulnerable groups, and local 
communities are supported as economies evolve. 

• Emphasis on retraining, education, and local job creation in green sectors. 

• Highlighted local case studies, including Velenje’s transformation from a coal town to a hub of 
sustainability and innovation (e.g., Velenje Beach). 
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Key Takeaway: Sustainability must be inclusive. A successful green transition ensures that economic, 
social, and environmental goals move forward together, creating fairness for all community members. 

2. Ana Marinčič (RA SAŠA) 

TUR-KROG Project: Sustainable Tourism Meets Circular Practices 

Ana introduced a regional pilot project that merges tourism with circular economy principles: 

• Digital education on sustainability for providers and tourists. 

• Reuse of waste materials into marketable local products. 

• Social inclusion through training of vulnerable groups. 

Key Takeaway: Circular economy isn't just about recycling—it's about rethinking systems to be more 
inclusive, educational, and economically viable. 

3. Ivica Orešnik (LAS Zgornje Savinjske in Šaleške doline) 

The LEADER Model: Local Power, Global Vision 

Ivica presented how the LEADER/CLLD model supports: 

• Rural innovation through local action groups (LAS). 

• Collaborative project development at local and international levels. 

• EU-funded examples showing tangible impacts on sustainability and economic resilience. 

Key Takeaway: Community-led development is key to a circular future—policy and investment must 
reflect local priorities and talents. 

4. Dr. Edita Jasiukaitytė-Grojzdek (National Institute of Chemistry) 

Digital Tools for Sustainable Chemistry 

Dr. Edita’s research focuses on: 

• Valorizing biomass waste through chemical engineering and catalysis. 

• Use of digital simulations to optimize low-energy, eco-friendly conversions. 

• Applications in bio-based materials and circular industrial processes. 

Key Takeaway: Digitalization enables precision sustainability—cutting waste, maximizing efficiency, 
and creating circular value from rural resources. 

5. Stanko Blatnik (IPAK Institute) 

AI as a Tool for Human-Centric Innovation 

Stanko explored the social dimensions of AI, emphasizing: 

• AI is not a threat, but a tool we shape—it will transform work, but its purpose is defined by us. 

• Collaboration between AI and people must be rooted in ethics, inclusion, and creativity. 

• Shared success stories show how technology and humanity can co-evolve in harmony. 

Key Takeaway: The rural digital transition must be guided by values, with AI used to amplify human 
capability and community well-being. 

  

Looking Ahead: Building on What We've Shared 

The Rural Green event in Topolšica wasn’t about changing policy overnight—it was about taking the 
time to connect, learn, and reflect. Over three days, project partners had the chance to see what 
others are doing, to understand where they stand, and to imagine where they could go if continue to 
learn from each other. 

Participants left the event feeling inspired—not because they had all the answers, but because saw 
real, practical examples of how circular economy and digital tools can be part of everyday rural life. 
From turning biomass waste into energy in Nazarje, to reclaiming Velenje Beach from industrial 
damage and transforming it into a community treasure, the visits reminded participants that even 
modest efforts can make a difference when they’re rooted in local needs. 

The conversations during the world cafe showed that partners face similar challenges: aging rural 
populations, limited funding, slow-moving institutions. But there’s energy in collaboration. And while 



EU Grants: Event description sheet (CERV): V1.0 – 01.04.2022 

5 

 

partners may not be writing laws, they are planting seeds—of understanding, of cooperation, and of 
long-term change. 

By exploring how to bring digital tools into small community projects, partners talked of putting 
together a simple online space where can keep sharing good ideas. 

One thing that came through clearly in the world cafe was the importance of fairness in transition. 
Whether it's moving toward green tourism or experimenting with biomass, partners are willing to 
include everyone in change process—especially those who often get left out. That includes rural 
women, youth, and older people who hold traditional knowledge. 

Collected feedbacks from participants after the event show high relevance and interest among 
participants for circular economy. Most respondents had prior knowledge of circular 
economy and show eagerness to implement its principles in their contexts. There is a 
balanced interest across key thematic areas, which indicates potential for targeted follow-up 
activities. 

The following summarizes the responses by participants: 

1. Gender Distribution:  

• 59,5% identified as Female 

• 40,5% identified as Male 

3. Prior Knowledge of Circular Economy: 

• Yes: 66.7% 

• No: 33.3% 

4. Interest in Applying Circular Economy Principles: 

• Yes: 100% 

• No: 0% 

5. Primary Areas of Interest in Circular Economy: 

• Sustainable Agriculture: 33.3% 

• Waste Management: 33.3% 

• Energy Efficiency: 33.3% 

6. Expectations from the Event: Respondents expected to: 

• Gain practical insights 

• Learn from EU experiences 

• Network with peers 

 

This document is also published on the web site: 

https://rural-green.raris.org 
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