Address by Professor Flora Carrijn, President of UNeECC, during the opening session of the 3rd Annual Conference of UNeECC (Vilnius, 22 October 2009)

Mr. Deputy Mayor of Vilnius,
Dear Guest Speakers,

Honourable colleagues from the organizing universities in Vilnius,


Prof. Karupka from Mykolas Romeris University and


Prof. Daniūnas from Vilnius Gediminas Technical University,

Ladies and gentlemen, representatives of local authorities and cultural institutions,

Respected colleagues from other universities in Lithuania and beyond,

Dear fellow members of UNeECC,

Dear student representatives,

I hereby have the honour to officially welcome you to the third annual conference of UNeECC in this wonderful European Capital of Culture, Vilnius.

Over the past decades Europe has evolved from political and economic goals (peace and prosperity) to a more inclusive aspiration (welfare) and a cultural ambition (shared values). In other words European integration is trying to deepen and humanize its scope. This is a true challenge since we are confronted with a diversity of nations and peoples with different languages, different religions and national cultural heritages, thus forming a patchwork within this larger European cultural area.  Furthermore, Europe is more than ever influenced by what is happening elsewhere in the global village. All of us have experienced the effects of the worldwide financial crisis in the recent past. Hence the challenges we face have different dimensions local, national, European and global, and therefore, require respective approaches and solutions, which involve creative and innovative collaboration on all levels.
The important role of higher education in this evolutionary process was already stressed in the joint declaration of the European Ministers of Education in Bologna, a decade ago (June 1999). And I quote : “A Europe of knowledge is now recognized as an irreplaceable factor for social and human growth and as an indispensable component to consolidate and enrich the European citizenship, capable of giving its citizens the necessary competences to face the challenges of the new millennium, together with an awareness of shared values and belonging to a common social and cultural space. The importance of education and educational cooperation in the development and strengthening of stable, peaceful and democratic societies is universally recognized as paramount.”

To face the challenges of a globalized world in which liberalization and flexibility are predominant in March 2000 the European Council adopted the Lisbon Strategy. In it ‘Innovation and Creativity’ were defined as key factors in Europe’s ambition to become “the most dynamic and competitive knowledge-based economy in the world capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion, and respect for the environment by 2010”.
The 2007 London Communiqué of the Ministers of Education underscored – and I quote – “the important influence higher education institutes exert on developing our societies, based on their traditions as centres of learning, research, creativity and knowledge transfer as well as their key role in defining and transmitting the values on which our societies are built.”  And it continues: “We are determined to seize 2010, which will mark the passage of the Bologna Process to the EHEA (European Higher Education Area), as an opportunity to reaffirm our commitment to higher education as a key element in making our societies sustainable, at national as well as at European level.”
Recently, during the Bologna follow-up meeting in April in Leuven (my home-town), the Ministers of Education reconfirmed the various missions of higher education as “ranging from teaching and research to community service and engagement in social cohesion and cultural development”, and they called on all members “to further internationalize the activities and to engage in global collaboration for sustainable development”.

Ladies and gentleman,

The University Network of European Capitals of Culture, founded three years ago in Pécs, not only shares the above aspirations of our respective Ministers, but has proven in its short history that creative collaboration between universities and with local authorities in the context of the European Capitals of Culture can contribute to the achievement of these goals.
‘Thinking European and acting locally’ is a UNeECC-ly added academic value we can offer to our partners since it emanates from our cultural concern, international collaboration and exchange of ideas, and our thirst for new challenges and opportunities.  By sharing a true vocation in the development of a more outspoken European and cultural dimension in our research and education, and by bridging the gap in time and space between the ‘isolated’ events in the different Capitals of Culture through our academic network and through the collaboration with local authorities, we are bringing young citizens of Europe together and creating a European cultural identity.
Ladies and gentlemen,

The present conference on innovation, creativity and culture is fully in line with the European theme of 2009.  We are very happy and honoured to have Mrs Patricia Baralli, from the European Commission Directorate General for Education and Culture in our midst, and of course, Professor Edward de Bono as EU Ambassador for the Year of Creativity.  

Prof. De Bono, in the past you have encouraged us to think in a lateral way, you have made us think differently during the various stages of our growth, and we hope you will guide us into even more adequate thinking for the future. 

And, of course, we are also looking forward to hearing from our participating researchers how they approach innovation and creativity.  I wish all of them success with their presentations.
I would like to thank the deputy-mayor of the wonderful European Capital of Culture, Vilnius, for his hospitality here today. From the few things I have seen, your town is an illustration of how a historical heritage of almost a millennium can perfectly be combined with innovative growth. Vilnius is definitely a European capital of the future that is open to people, cultures and innovation.
I would also like to thank our colleagues from Mykolas Romeris University and Vilnius Gediminas Technical University for their hospitality and support in organizing UNeECC’s annual conference. 
I wish the city and the universities a further fruitful collaboration and I wish you all an inspiring and creative experience at this conference. We hope that the interchange of ideas will yield even more innovative initiatives. We strongly believe in the empowerment of the mind.
I thank you.

