Address by Judge Svetoslava Koleva, delivered at the Inaugural Meeting of the Association of Women Judges in Bulgaria, July 4, 2026, Varna
Distinguished colleagues,
We have gathered here today to launch the Association of Women Judges in Bulgaria. And I would like to begin with something personal.
To try to explain why I am in this room today.
When I first heard the idea of ​​creating such an association, my initial reaction was not one of enthusiasm.
Quite the opposite.
The first question I asked myself was:
Why?
Is there a need for yet another professional organization?
And why now?
At first, I thought that such an association would struggle to find a meaningful purpose in Bulgaria.
Because women judges in Bulgaria are not deprived of their rights.
On the contrary.
Bulgarian law makes no distinction between male and female judges. We have equal rights, equal opportunities for professional development, and equal access to career advancement. Our legislation protects and supports motherhood, recognizing that society needs both good judges and good mothers.
This is a value we must clearly acknowledge.
And then I asked myself the next question.
If we are not gathering to fight for rights we already possess, then why are we gathering?
And it was precisely then that I began to realize that the purpose of this association is not to receive. Its purpose is to give.
Not to seek privileges.
But to create community.
Not to draw new dividing lines.
But to build bridges.
Not to pit women against men.
But to place at the service of the Bulgarian justice system what women judges can contribute through their professional and life experience.
For equal rights do not mean identical life experience.
Being a judge is not easy...
Every day, we decide human destinies. We are expected to possess knowledge, impartiality, independence, resilience, and the courage to apply the law as we understand it—not as society expects us to.
As criminal court judges, we uphold, day in and day out, one of the greatest principles of the rule of law: that every accused person is innocent until proven guilty. This is the foundation of a fair trial, and we would never call this principle into question.
And yet, we sometimes feel that in public discourse, a tacit, reverse presumption applies to the judge—that one is incompetent, compromised, or dishonest until proven otherwise.
This attitude does not merely harm the individual judge.
It erodes trust in the independent judiciary.
We see the consequences every day—in the courtroom, in the attitude toward the institution, and in the expectation that the court should validate preconceived public notions rather than calmly and impartially establish the truth.
Being a woman is not easy, either.
Life often expects a woman to be, all at once, a professional, a mother, a wife, a daughter, and a friend—the person who cares for others, who brings people together, and who creates a sense of calm around her.
A female judge lives simultaneously in these two equally demanding worlds. And perhaps that is precisely why women understand so well that true strength lies not in choosing between them, but in the ability to harmonize them. In the professional world, which demands firmness, adherence to principle, and fidelity to the law.
And in the personal world, which calls for love, patience, empathy, and care.
These two worlds are not mutually exclusive.
They converge within a single individual.
And it is precisely this convergence that fosters qualities capable of making a valuable contribution to the cause of justice.
I do not believe in pitting men against women.
I do not believe there is a superior or stronger sex.
I believe we are different, and that there are reasons for this. We are different so that we may complement one another.
Nature has entrusted us with the greatest miracle—the creation of life. Not to one sex alone, but to both together.
At the same time, women raise not only daughters.
They raise sons as well.
They nurture the women and men of the future.
Difference has never been a cause for division.
It is a means of maintaining balance.
I believe the same holds true for the professional community.
Divergent life experiences do not divide us.
They enrich us.
There is another reason why I believe in the value of this association.
In recent years, our professional community has too often engaged in dialogue based on opposition.
Sometimes, we are left with the impression that we must belong to one circle or another.
That a differing opinion is grounds for division rather than conversation.
That is not what I want.
Nor would I want our association to be established as yet another faction.
I would not want anyone to feel compelled to think a certain way in order to belong to it.
For judges do not swear an oath of allegiance to ideas.
They swear an oath of allegiance to the law.
I am convinced that integrity has no organizational affiliation.
Competence has no organizational affiliation.
Independence has no organizational affiliation.
These qualities belong to the individual judge.
And I would like the Association of Women Judges in Bulgaria to be a place where a person is not valued for thinking like the rest.
But rather for being willing to engage in dialogue with others.
For knowing how to listen.
For respecting differing opinions.
For understanding that a strong professional community is built not on uniformity, but on mutual respect.
There is something else that seems particularly important to me.
Every profession requires continuity.
The law can be learned.
Experience can be gained.
But professional wisdom is passed on.
From person to person.
From judge to judge.
I would like this association to be a place where a young judge—regardless of gender—stepping into the courtroom with the inevitable anxiety about whether they will rise to the challenge, knows they are not alone.
At the same time, it should be a place where a judge with twenty-five years of professional experience knows that their experience is valued and respected.
Not because one group knows more than the other.
But because some bring the energy of new beginnings,
while others bring the composure born of experience.
The justice system needs both.
I hope that, years from now, young judges will not say, "I made it on my own."
Instead, I hope they will be able to say, "There was someone there to lend me a hand."
And that, in time, they too will extend a hand to those who follow.
That is why we are creating this association.
Not to ask for more,
but because we believe it is time to give.
To work towards greater public trust in the justice system.
To support young judges.
To uphold high ethical standards.
To play an active role in the public discourse on the rule of law, human rights, and the future of the judiciary.
To be a community that not only preserves traditions but also has the courage to embrace the future. The draft statute is aimed precisely at these goals: public trust, judicial independence, ethics, professional development, support for young judges, international cooperation, and preparation for technological change. I hope that, years from now, the Association of Women Judges in Bulgaria will not be spoken of merely as an organization for women.
But rather as a community that succeeded in bringing people together during times of division and confrontation.
A community that engaged in dialogue when others denied the possibility of any truth other than their own.
That extended a helping hand when someone needed support.
That built trust when times were toughest.
For I believe that a woman’s calling has never been to dominate. Her calling is to create, to connect, and to build. If we succeed in transforming these qualities into the culture of our professional community, it is not only women judges who will benefit. All judges will benefit. The Bulgarian justice system will benefit. Bulgarian society will benefit. And that is the most meaningful reason for a professional community to exist.
Thank you.
