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Speech by Pauline van der Meer Mohr, President of the Executive Board, Erasmus 
University Rotterdam  
Opening Academic Year 2014-2015, September 1, 2014  
(alleen gesproken woord geldt) 

 

‘Impact & Relevance: Educating students for a world of global challenges’ 

 

Your Majesty, your Excellences, Mayor Aboutaleb, King’s Commissionar Smit, Board of Trustees, 

distinguished guests, colleagues and students, 

 

Welcome to the opening ceremony for the Academic Year 2014-2015. Remember the saying: “today 

is the first day of the rest of your life”? We celebrate today the closing of our centennial celebrations 

and a fresh beginning. 100 years ago, The Netherlands School of Commerce started with 55 students 

(3 girls!). Now, in our second century, over 6,500 new students commence their studies at Erasmus 

University Rotterdam. Quite a growth curve.  

 

On behalf of the entire academic community, it is a great privilege to welcome his Majesty King 

Willem-Alexander in our midst today. I also warmly welcome our special guest, prof Hans Clevers of 

the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences and look forward to hearing his views.  

 

Remembrance 

As is customary at the beginning of the academic year, we pause to remember  those from our 

university community who passed away. May I invite you to rise while I mention the names of these 

students, colleagues and professors emeriti. 

Marijn Roest 

Dennis Verrijp 

Oussama Zariouh 

Elvir Karamujic 

Amber Weijers 

prof.dr. W. (Wil) Albeda 

prof.dr. W.H. (Willem) Birkenhäger 

J.V. (Jeroen) Bodewits 

drs. W.A. (Wouter) van den Brink 

M.I. (Maritza) Essenius-den Held  

prof.dr. M. (Maurits) Frenkel 

C. (Carmen) Heijmerink  

prof dr E.O.J. (Eric) Jans 

K.C.H. (Karin) van Oorschot-Löwenthal 

C.J.A. (Carol) Pieck  

mr. H.C.G.L. (Minus) Polak  

mr. G. (Diete) ter Welle 
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And finally, we mourn the tragic loss of our PhD student, A. (Ali) Salim, Faculty of Social Sciences, 

who lost his life in the plane crash in Ukraine, along with several Erasmus alumni.   

We fondly remember them in silence. 

Thank you, please be seated again. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Objectively, Erasmus University has a lot to be proud of. The many highlights of our centennial 

celebrations could only taste this sweet because of many prior years of consistent and diligent work, 

leading to a reliable performance in the league tables. International rankings and accreditations 

confirm that our research measures up against world class standards, our education boasts pockets 

of excellence, and we have invested in campus facilities that create a fun place to work, live and 

study.  

 

These are all positives, inspiring trust and confidence in the future. However, it is only part of the 

story. Universities are also publicly criticized for being unresponsive to political realities. Widespread 

distrust leads to a crescendo in cries for government and institutional control. This is a paradox of our 

time: as our performance solidifies, we nevertheless have to accept that public demands on quality 

standards, transparency and accountability are increasing. “Trust us” is simply not enough. We must 

be open, trustworthy and accountable to society. But we do need autonomy as a more productive 

path to excellence than central government control. Let me pick two examples to illustrate the point. 

 

Firstly, research. There is an increasing desire to focus the national research agenda and the Science 

Vision on innovation and economic growth. Employers federation VNONCW, the Top Sectors and 

representatives from industry supported by the ministry of Economic Affairs are all in agreement. 

Their focus is understandable perhaps, given the fragile state of our economy, but it poses a 

continuous threat to curiosity driven research in all of our research domains. We welcome a long 

term vision to create world class universities within the overall economic and social development 

agenda of this country. The vision should include strategies for attracting, retaining and developing 

global talent. It should be based on the right mix of trust and accountability. 

 

Secondly, education. During the past academic year, the Dutch-Flemish accreditation institute NVAO 

rated several Dutch curricula below standard. Fortunately, Erasmus University was spared in 

comparison to some of our peers, but pressure will increase for universities to take academic 

excellence in education to the next level. We want all of our programs to meet the highest possible 

quality standards, especially against the backdrop of ever growing numbers of students. Quality over 

volume. Trust and accountability. 

 

I expect that the coming year will require us to look at the balance we strike between research and 

education. The likely introduction of the new social loan system presumes that universities will pre-

invest more in the quality of education, even though the corresponding funds will not be 

forthcoming for a while.  
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Our approach to these challenges will be based on the strategic plan 2014-2018, entitled “Impact & 

Relevance”. The strategy plays to our strengths. Collaboration with our partners Leiden and Delft will 

remain key. Already, this strategic alliance is bearing fruit in several new joint bachelor programs, 

such as the immensely popular bachelor Clinical Technology, whereas other initiatives are promising 

fledglings. The success of Medical Delta demonstrates the potential of this alliance.  

 

An important anchor of the strategy is internationalization. We educate students for a world of 

global challenges. In our view, internationalization means at least four things:  

(1) More students going abroad as part of their curriculum than in the past. Today, roughly 1 in 8 

students go abroad during their studies. Our international networks will increase opportunities for 

student exchange in the years to come. Why not aim for 1 in 3? International experience also 

enhances employability.  

(2) attracting more international students to a truly international curriculum that focuses on 

educating global citizens. 

(3) Transnational education, such as our new bachelor program in clinical psychology in Saudi Arabia, 

and 

(4) Internationalization in Rotterdam, where much work is still needed on our own curriculum. 

Internationals seek  a bilingual, inclusive environment, career services and access to all resources and 

social opportunities that we offer. This is also an invitation and a challenge to our student 

associations to think about how they can become more internationally inclusive. 

 

A few words to the new students present here today before rounding off. I would reiterate one of 

Erasmus’s most famous sayings: “festina lente”, or ‘make haste slowly’. ‘Haast je langzaam’, in Dutch. 

Erasmus meant to say that it is better to be diligent than speedy, but it is paramount to always act in 

the right moment.  When the time is right, you will complete your studies, hopefully with a multitude 

of unforgettable experiences to cherish for a lifetime. But today, there is no time to waste and I 

encourage you to engage in your studies right away, plunge in the deep end and start swimming. 

Please consider giving something back to society, join Erasmus4Rotterdam and reserve a few days 

each year for community service. I wish you the best of luck. 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

Next, I am honored to invite Mayor Aboutaleb of Rotterdam onto this stage, to whom I will present 

the results of Erasmus4Rotterdam. 

 

Mayor Aboutaleb, you know that we have thought long and hard about a suitable gift to the city of 

Rotterdam on the occasion of the centennial celebrations. It fills me with joy that you reacted 

favorably to the idea of an intangible gift, rather than a statue or a fountain somewhere. Many of our 

students and staff created a little impact in the past year. Collectively, they dedicated over 65,000 

hours to community service projects. Although it wasn’t a competition, I think one student in 
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particular deserves mentioning: Fatima Hossein spent 372 hours volunteering. That is 10 full weeks in 

addition to her studies! And as proud as we are of these achievements, we won’t rest on our laurels. 

I have promised you at least 100,000 hours, and this is what you will get. A commitment to keep 

going. There are plenty of issues in need of attention in our beautiful and vibrant city.  
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 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

It is my great privilege to invite our guest of honor, his Majesty King Willem-Alexander onto this 

stage, to receive a gift to commemorate the centennial year of Erasmus University.  

 

Your Majesty, thank you for gracing us with your presence today. I hope you are getting a flavor of 

what this university stands for. On behalf of the entire academic community of Erasmus University, I 

present you with the centennial sculpture of Erasmus. 

 

And with this gift, I formally declare the centennial year closed.  Professor Clevers, the floor is yours. 


