20th Anniversary of Danube Rectors’ Conference

Friday, 26th September 2003, at 09.00 Carolinum, Charles University

General Conference


Rector Magnificus Professor Wilhelm, Rector Magnificus Professor Tóth, colleagues Rectors and Vice-rectors, Deputy Minister of Education of Czech Republic, distinguished guests, dear students, ladies, and gentlemen,


20 years in the life of a man is certainly a very important corner stone, where the young man or woman is staying in the beginning of his or her real life facing it with optimisms and enthusiasm. The 20th anniversary of an organization is a sign that it is mature enough and that it has justified its existence. In 1999 the former President of DRC Rector Toplak from Maribor said: “Between its source in the Black Forest and its mouth on the Black Sea, the Danube traverses 1 170 miles and shares shores with nine different states. It forms a part of five international frontiers, and it is the only major European waterway that flows from west to east. The Danube is, in its own right, a symbol for the unity and diversity of Europe.” We may say that, similarly to Danube, the Danube Rectors’ Conference reflects such a unity and diversity. The DRC was established in 1983 by Rectors from Ulm, Linz, Vienna and Budapest, with the general aim to improve the higher education in teaching and research in the region, and to establish and facilitate bilateral and multilateral contacts between universities. Since then, the founding trio of Germany, Austria and Hungary has been joined by the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Croatia, Romania, Bulgaria, Bosna & Hercegovina, Serbia & Montenegro, Poland, Ukraine, altogether the DRC united more than 40 institutions from 13 states. And this is something that in our complicated and globalized world contributes to better understanding of all of us. 

It is more than symbolical that our Conference takes place on the floor of the oldest university in Central Europe, established 655 years ago. The long, nearly 1000 years of history of European universities is the proof that our institutions are necessary are irreplaceable.

The words of Malcolm Gills, President of Rice University, characterize very well our role and the recent situation in higher education. He said: “Today, more than ever before in human history, the wealth - or poverty - of nations depends on the quality of higher education. Those with a larger repertoire of skills and a greater capacity for learning can look forward to lifetimes of unprecedent economic fulfillment. But in the coming decades the poorly educated face little better than the dreary prospects of lives of quiet desperation”.

„Universitas“ – this word in its hundreds of years old classical sense means a community, a corporation, association of persons, united in their goals and efforts and simultaneously ensuring for each its member a maximum opportunity for expression of one’s individuality. „Universitas profesorum et scholarum“ is exactly this association of teachers and students, whose rights and duties are adhered and respected by both sides, because they are based on mutual trust. Students place trust in their teachers, who unselfishly, truthfully, and on a high professional level pass knowledge and experience, so that students may become well prepared for life, carry forward the work of their teachers, and are able to seek and find the truth. This association is based on a trust of teachers in their students, who came to a university to acquire knowledge and to pursue the ideal of truth for the benefit of mankind. We believe in a university as being that place, where we can find stability and peace for study and meaningful work, knowledge, trust, and directions toward freedom.”

In this connection we may emphasize that a classical university represents today something more important than only a place where cultural values of a nation are concentrated. In the subconscious of each of us, a university represents also a steadiness. It is a place, which remains preserved and almost eternal, in spite of permanent instability outside, exemplified by quick political and social changes, struggle and war. The university represents a temple of science and education, this Almae matris, in which we can take refuge in times of greatest distress, the islands of stability in the sea of unsteadiness, which frequently surrounds us.
The role of universities in global society cannot be paralleled. There are tens of millions of university students all over the world, many of them studying abroad. Thus, a university becomes not only a place but also a space: a place where students and teachers gather and meet, but also a space created by its expanding influence in lifelong education. Universities are not intended only for a simple transfer of knowledge from one head to another. Personal contact cultivates us and enables not only students to learn, but also teachers to get acquainted with new ways of thinking.
Particularly after a decline of trust among nations – traumatized by the events of 11th September 2001 and by conflicting views on the need how to solve international problems – our debates conclude that the universities need to reinvigorate the academic dialogue that will enable new confidence in the future of science and knowledge in society. Violence springs from hatred. Hatred springs from fear. Fear springs from ignorance. Ignorance can only be combated by education. And, thus, education is the solution.
The response to the recognized problems, the willingness to develop the European society to a knowledge society, to a competitive and innovative global player, found its reflection in the very ambitious plan (or strategic target) of heads of state and government of the EU in Lisbon 2000 and Barcelona 2002 to make Europe “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world“ by 2010. However, it must be stated that such an ambitious plan could be attainable only when the members of the new European Higher Education Area (EHEA) will undergo a deep transformation in all of its activities. Philippe Busquin, the EU commissioner for research, recently raised the alarm, warning that “every year the EU has a deficit of 50 000 researchers and scientist in emerging technologies” and by 2010, this shortfall in the number of first-class researchers and scientists will have risen to 500 000, Who will then solve the burning problems of e.g. environmental sustainability, the study of the human mind and brain, genomics, and the advent of nanotechnologies, just name a few, we have to face and we will explore over the next fifty years? 
There is no doubt that universities should in those processes play a decisive role. Efforts shall be undertaken to secure closer links between higher education and research in our respective countries. However, it does not mean in any case that it should be a uniform university world. Just on the contrary. The aim is to preserve the cultural richness of Europe, based on its heritage of diversified traditions, and to foster its potential of innovation and social and economic development, through an enhanced cooperation among European universities and higher education institutions. 

The turning point in the development of European Higher Education Area seems to be the Sorbonne 1998 and Bologna 1999 declarations. These declarations have changed very rapidly to a process. The Bologna declaration called for the first time for a European HE Area by: adopting a system of easily readable and comparable degrees, including the Diploma Supplement; a system essentially based on two main study cycles; a system of accumulation and transfer of credits; the mobility of students and staff, including administrators; cooperation in quality assurance; and the European dimension of higher education. 

In Prague in 2001, there was stated by education ministers that higher education is a “public good and a public responsibility”. The governments were therefore urged to take action to empower institutions by providing stable legal and funding environments and to safeguard the autonomy of institutions. Moreover, to the six Bologna points another three ones were added: lifelong learning; much stronger involvement of students into the process of establishing and shaping of the EHEA and into the governance of universities; and promotion of the attractiveness of the EHEA. 

The Berlin follow-up of the Bologna process just few days ago on 18th and 19th of September focused its attention to control the progress of measures set by the Bologna and Prague documents. Moreover, the ministers paid strong attention to the social dimension of students; to lifelong learning; to doctoral studies as a third cycle and promotion of young researchers. The ministers decided to take stock of the progress of the Bologna process and prepare detailed reports on progress and implementation until 2005 and beyond of the following 9 areas (the first three until 2005):
· provisions for the quality assurance management and networking, and developing an agreed set of standards, procedures and guidelines on QA
· progress of the two main cycle system with the addition of the third cycle, consisting of doctoral studies
· adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees 
· promotion of mobility of students, academic and administrative staff
· establishment and use of ECTS and Diploma Supplement 
· involvement of students in higher education governance  

· promotion of the European HE and the attractiveness of the European HE Area

· promotion of lifelong learning as the integral part of HE activity

· increasing the role and relevance of research to technological, social and cultural evolution and to the needs of society.

Moreover, what is very important, ministers consider it necessary to further develop the clause in the Prague Communiqué on applications for membership as follows:
Countries party to the European Cultural Convention shall be eligible of the European Higher Education Area provided that they at the same time declare their willingness to pursue and implement the objectives of the Bologna Process in their own systems of higher education. Their applications should contain information on how they will implement the principles and objectives of the declaration.
It is absolutely clear that unless meeting those key requirements, a higher education institution cannot join the new European house. Although the Bologna process is now a political one, it will be the universities and the academic community, not the politicians, who will play the key role by implementing its ideas and visions. It is quite easy to answer the question: why?
Because from among all institutions created by a human effort, it is difficult to find another one, which would be more tolerant, more creative, more equalizing, and more dynamic than a university. Therefore, a university will remain the center of our individual and collective efforts for a long time. And I believe that, due to recent development in the world, it will become more important than ever. 

Our responsibility as teachers and university staff towards our students is enormous. The responsibility of all of us towards our society and the responsibility of our society towards all of us are mutual and inseparable. When I am speaking about responsibility, I mean that our graduates should graduate from our Alma Mater not only as well educated, but also as tolerant people, loving truth and freedom. They should never forget that education is a bright light in the darkness of ignorance, prejudice and fear, that problems should be solved by dialogue and not by force, that the respect toward others is a basis for living in a bearable world. I am convinced that it is one of the most difficult tasks, which a human being can face in life. 
In Danube Rectors’ Conference we say that our universities are bound together not only by our common belief in autonomy, academic freedom and responsibility of our institutions, but also by the river Danube. In this way, we identify not only our geographical position, but also our belonging to European culture. We cannot isolate ourselves, because a closed system deprives itself. Each of us belongs somewhere; each has a home – and it is not only a gift, not only a pride, but also a destiny. A university belongs to this home, this gift, this pride, and this destiny. A university is the memory and conscience of all of us. Because the memory does not consist of mere history and data, but also of amazements and small miracles, superstitions and fears, and knowledge of truth. Who else, if not a university, is called to disseminate this astonishing and miraculous fruit of the human spirit?

Thank you for your attention.
