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The panel discussion on the Artificial Intelligence (AI) and European
competitiveness was organized within the scope of the 2025 Dubrovnik
Forum, organized by the Croatian Government (Ministry of Foreign
and European Affairs). The event took place in Hotel Dubrovnik Palace
on 11 July 2025. The New Frontier Foundation (NFF) contributed to

the work of the Forum by organizing and chairing this panel.


https://newfrontier-foundation.org/

The goal of the Panel was to explore what is required for a successful transition

into the age of Al, with the emphasis on collaboration among all stakeholders,

particularly between governments worldwide, the private sector, and researchers. Al

has the potential to become the most powerful tool for strengthening European com-

petitiveness. Therefore, the dialogue, was aimed to deepen understanding of this top-

ic and shed light on diverse perspectives, including fostering the innovation, and em-

powering citizens to confidently and skillfully utilize technology as a beneficial tool.

Key Discussion Themes:

+ Exploring how artificial intelligence can drive inno-
vation, increase productivity, and create new busi-
ness opportunities across Europe, with the goal of
strengthening its global competitiveness.

+ Investigating key policies and strategies necessary
to maximize the positive impact of AI on the Europe-
an economy and society, with an emphasis on the AI
Act transposition and the National AI plan develop-
ment.

Panelists:

« Ivan Crnéec, State Secretary in the Ministry of Jus-
tice, Public Administration, and Digital Transforma-
tion of the Republic of Croatia

» Hendrik Bourgeois, Head of Europe Government
Affairs at Mastercard Europe

« Stjepan Rogli¢, Vice-President of the Supervisory
Board, Orbico Group

+ Cezara Panait, Al Policy Lead CEE, Government Af-
fairs and Public Policy, Google

« Professor Mihael Mudri¢, PhD, Faculty of Law, Uni-
versity of Zagreb

Panel was moderated by Natko Vlahovi¢, the New
Frontier Foundation Chairman. In his opening re-
marks he stressed the added value of this theme to the
overall importance of the Dubrovnik Forum. Vlahovi¢
highlighted the significant role AI technology will
play in the future and introduced the distinguished
panel, comprising representatives from government,
major private sector corporations, and academia, un-
derscoring the comprehensive approach to the topic.
To showcase Al’s capabilities, an Al tool was used to
introduce the speakers, setting a practical tone for
the discussion.

ATI’s Potential for Economic Growth
and Productivity in Europe

» Cezara Panait, AI Policy Lead CEE, Government
Affairs and Public Policy at Google, addressed how
Al can boost Europe’s productivity and economic
growth, especially in Central and Eastern Europe.
Panait presented findings from a Google-commis-
sioned report, which indicated that if Croatia fully
adopts generative Al, its GDP could increase by 5%,
adding an estimated 3 to 4 billion euros to its econo-
my. This would have a cross-sectoral impact, improv-
ing digital upskilling in administration and enhanc-

ing citizen interaction with technology.

» The report also projected that one million Croa-



tian citizens would have their jobs augmented by AI,
rather than replaced, making their daily tasks more
efficient. Panait stressed that while Europe lags be-
hind regions like the U.S. and China in productivity,
embracing Al is crucial for strengthening competi-
tiveness, increasing efficiency, and promoting trust-
worthy and ethical Al practices. She also highlighted
the importance of boosting R&D in Europe and urged
the CEE region to actively participate in Al regulation
discussions to ensure the framework supports inno-

vation.

Croatian Government’s
Strategic Approach to Al

« Ivan Crncec, State Secretary in the Ministry of Jus-
tice, Public Administration, and Digital Transfor-
mation of the Republic of Croatia, provided insights
into the Croatian government’s efforts. He detailed
the development of two strategic documents: the
“National AI Development Plan for the period until
2032,” which outlines a broad vision, and an accom-
panying action plan for 2026-2028, detailing concrete
measures. Crnéec noted that a large, inclusive expert
working group of around 45 members, including rep-
resentatives from government, Al research centers,
business, startups, academia, and NGOs, is involved
in this initiative. Crnc¢ec expressed confidence that
both documents would be finalized by the end of the

year.

The plan is built on several
strategic pillars:

1) Trustworthy AI and Alignment with the AI Act: En-
suring full alignment with the AI Act to build trust in
technology, institutions, and the market;

2) Investment in Innovation, Research and Infra-

structure;

3) Skills and Talend Development (integrating Al into

educational curriculum on multiple levels;

4) Responsible AI Development in Economy and So-
ciety (with emphasis on strategic sectors like agricul-

ture, tourism and health);

5) Al in Public Administration (including plans to in-
crease digital literacy among public servants).

The Critical Need for
Al Literacy and Responsible Use

* Professor Mihael Mudri¢ from the Faculty of Law,
University of Zagreb, elaborated on the current sta-
tus of AI knowledge and understanding, particularly
within the public administration. He confirmed that
challenges exist, such as public servants unknowing-
ly uploading sensitive documents to public Al tools.
Through questionnaires and educational programs,
Professor Mudri¢ consistently found that partici-
pants lacked basic AI understanding, questioning
its nature, current usage, permissible tools, and data
privacy implications. A key concern among users is
the final status of their data, whether it is preserved
by service providers, stored outside Croatia or Eu-

rope, and accessible by others.

» He emphasized the urgent need for comprehensive
educational services from a kindergarten to the the
workplace, citing Singapore’s proactive approach of
introducing Al concepts to children and mandating
Al education for the entire workforce. It was stressed
that users are ultimately responsible for the output of
Al tools, thus highlighting the necessity of education
to enable critical evaluation of Al-generated content.
Professor Mudrini¢ also addressed the crucial issue
of privacy, noting how data collected from smart

devices can impact individuals’ lives in unforeseen



ways, such as affecting mortgage eligibility. The chal-
lenge, he explained, is for the states to trust private
companies with sensitive data while ensuring suffi-
cient privacy protection and national security.
Mastercard’s Perspective on European Competitive-
ness and Trust

» Hendrik Bourgeois, Head of European Government
Affairs at Mastercard Europe, shared Mastercard’s
perspective on AI’s importance for European com-
petitiveness. He underscored that absorbing Al into
the European economy, especially for Small and me-
dium-sized enterprises (SMEs), is not just about im-
proving efficiency but is critical to preventing Europe
from falling behind in global competitiveness. Bour-
geois pointed out that Europe’s industrial productivi-
ty, once high, has declined, and embracing new tech-
nologies like AI is a “must-do” to address this gap.
For Mastercard, a global payments network, utilizing
cutting-edge AI technology is essential for maintain-
ing competitiveness and, more importantly, ensur-
ing trust in its system. Bourgeois refered to the pro-
cessing of 169 billion global transactions annually,
with AI tools like machine learning algorithms used
to analyze vast datasets and predict fraudulent activi-

ties, thereby protecting transactions and their users.

» Regarding trustworthiness, Bourgeois explained
Mastercard’s engagement in public-private partner-
ships, such as the European Cyber Resilience Center
in Belgium, which brings together Mastercard, finan-
cial services partners, governments, and agencies
like Europol to address fraud and cybersecurity risks.
Mastercard also supports SMEs in adopting AI and
digitizing through funds, grants, and the creation of
Al chatbots. Bourgeois noted that while Europe right-
ly focuses on preventing Al risks, there is a tendency
to overlook opportunities, and regulators should aim
to remove obstacles rather than create them. He ad-

vocated for regulations that promote responsible Al,

incorporating principles of privacy, security, trans-

parency, and inclusion.

The Business Perspective:
Orbico Group and Al
Implementation in Business

* Stjepan Rogli¢, Vice-President of the Supervisory
Board, Orbico Group, offered a view from the busi-
ness perspective, sharing insights from a recent vis-
it to the Silicon Valley (with the American Chamber
of Commerce), where he visited Google and Nvidia.
Rogli¢ observed that many Croatian and European
engineers are at the forefront of AI innovation in
the Silicon Valley, indicating a promising future for
Europe through technology. He stressed the impor-
tance for local companies like Orbico to implement
global AI solutions and technological innovations
in their business processes, acknowledging a rap-
id pace of change from different global tech hubs.
He highlighted that small countries, in particular,

should embrace technology and digitalization.

» Rogli¢ emphasized the crucial interplay between
the private sector and government: “What the private
sector is innovating, the government is regulating”.
He noted that while Europe, with its advanced regula-
tions like the AI Act, offers a structured environment,
there’s a need for more freedom for startups to inno-
vate, as seen in the United States. He expressed hope
that the European Commission would become more

conducive to European innovation.

The Discussion — Regulatory
Challenges, Transatlantic
Relations and Global Business
Outlook

+ Panait further addressed the primary regulatory
challenges in AI deployment in Europe. She high-



lighted that the recently adopted AI Act, along with
over 100 other EU digital transformation regulations,
significantly impacts daily lives. Panait warned that
the regulatory burden could disproportionately af-
fect SMEs and unicorns, potentially hindering inno-
vation in Europe. She mphasized the need for gov-
ernments and companies to collaborate to design
an innovative space that attracts more businesses to
Europe.

+ Crn¢ec provided examples of existing and pipe-
line AI models within the justice system in Croatia.
These include AI chatbots for land registry and an
Al-based system called ‘Anon’ for anonymization and
publication of judicial decisions, which significantly
increased the number of published judgments. He
also mentioned equipping 1,500 courtrooms with
audio recording equipment and Al-based speech-
to-text auto-transcripts to speed up proceedings and
improve accuracy. A proposed project on predictive
justice aims to support judges in drafting judgments
and provide citizens with predictions of court fees
and litigation costs.

» Crncec revealed an exclusive development: Croa-
tia is amending its penal code to introduce a new
criminal offense covering the criminal liability of AI,
initially for automated vehicles but designed to be
broader, covering commission or omission in the de-
velopment, testing, use, and management of Al sys-
tems. This pioneering effort aims to address serious
consequences such as bodily harm, property dam-
age, or death.

* Professor Mudri¢ reiterated the importance of safe-
guarding public interest, particularly concerning pri-
vacy. He stressed that without robust policies on data
sharing and preservation, the state’s trust in private
companies handling sensitive data remains a major

concern. He highlighted

+ The discussion also touched upon broader global is-
sues. Bourgeois addressed the impact of transatlan-
tic relations, trade, and tariffs on Mastercard’s global
business. He acknowledged that while globalization
has provided scale and opportunities, the current
fragmentation of the world with increased economic
protectionism and barriers to trade and investment
is not beneficial. He noted that while businesses can
adapt to tariffs, the uncertainty surrounding their
adoption is particularly challenging as it hinders
planning and destroys value.

* Rogli¢, speaking as a regional player with a presence
in Ukraine, expressed the business community’s de-
sire for the war to cease. Orbico Group is ready to in-
vest further in Ukraine and expects Europe, the US,
and the transatlantic community to regulate activ-
ities to enable business growth in a secure environ-
ment, including defense policy. He hoped for Ukraine
and Eastern Europe to become mature markets with
necessary governmental and business infrastructure

for normal operations.

AI Chamber CEE

+ Tomasz Snazyk from Poland introduced the AI
Chamber, an organization primarily comprising
SMEs and startup-driven unicorns, with the goal of
having members across all CEE countries. He pre-
sented the “AlI Action Plan,” available for free down-

load, which fosters three key objectives:

1. Position Al as a hub of AI innovation: Leveraging
existing talent and drive.

2. Accelerate adoption across the economy: In-

cluding both the private and government sectors.

3. Invest in foundations of Al by also regulating it:



Emphasizing the crucial role of SMEs as the back-

bone of the economy.

Snazyk highlighted a recent survey of 3,259 compa-
nies across 11 countries, including 337 from Croa-
tia, which underscored the critical need for educa-
tion and addressing staff shortages in AI adoption.
He stressed the importance of acting together, like
the Nordic countries, in areas such as data, skilling
people, and regulation, even if the AI Act is currently

complex.
Recommendations

+ Offering a grace period or more time for companies

to comply with new measures.

« Providing a more flexible and future-proof regulato-

ry framework,

+ Addressing the need for strong frameworks of re-
sponsibility for both state and private sectors to en-
sure sufficient security for public and business inter-
ests.

« Promote greater cooperation among nations that
believe in economic prosperity through partnerships,
based on multilateralism and international rules

» Recognizing importance of cross-industry, govern-
ment, and civil society partnerships in shaping Al
regulation, which will profoundly impact future de-
cades

» The time for action is now

Conclusion

The panel delivered a resounding message: Europe’s
competitiveness in the age of AT hinges on a concert-
ed, collaborative effort. This involves strategic na-
tional planning, continuous investment in research
and infrastructure, widespread education to foster Al
literacy and responsible use, and a regulatory envi-
ronment that intelligently balances innovation with
safeguards. By embracing these principles, Europe
can not only enhance its competitiveness but also
truly empower its citizens to confidently and skillful-

ly utilize AI as a beneficial tool for decades to come.



