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Ladies and gentlemen, 
Dear friends, 

 

It is a pleasure for me to open this conference. First of all, I would like to thank our 
colleagues from UNICA and the European Network for Canadian Studies, as well as the 
Université Libre de Bruxelles and Vrije Universiteit Brussel for organising and hosting this 
event.  

This conference takes place at a crucial time for both Europe and Canada. As we all 
know, Europe is going through a deep crisis - economic, financial and social.  

Unemployment has reached record levels in many parts of the continent, and youth 
unemployment is a particular concern.  The situation in Canada is perhaps less dire, but 
in an interconnected world, Canada's growth could also be affected by external 
headwinds - from Europe's debt crisis and recession to the possible election year gridlock 
in the United States, to slowing growth in China and other emerging markets. 
Fortunately, Canada is expected to be able to weather these threats, largely thanks to 
one of the world's soundest banking sectors, and to strong corporate balance sheets.  

But the fact remains that the world is ever more interconnected, and we need to adapt 
in order to thrive, and turn challenges into opportunities. For this to happen, we need to 
focus on the right policy priorities - and education is certainly one of them. In Europe, 
education is primarily a responsibility of Member States, but within the EU we have 
nevertheless recognized that by working together we can accomplish more.   

This picture of regional responsibility supported by inter-regional cooperation will be just 
as familiar to our Canadian friends in the audience as to my fellow Europeans.   

I mentioned priorities, and higher education is a priority. It already plays a crucial role in 
generating growth in the EU economy, and this role is set to be more important in the 
future.  

The worldwide shift towards more knowledge-intensive economies means that there will 
be more and more jobs for the highly skilled, and fewer and fewer for the low-skilled. 
The EU has currently 19 million students and 1.5 million members of academic staff in 
4,000 higher education institutions. We believe that the full potential of this great 
resource is still under-exploited. This is why modernising education and training is 
among the key actions of our Europe 2020 strategy for economic and social development 
for the current decade:  

Europe's future depends on the quality and relevance of its education programmes and 
on the capacity of higher education and research institutions to generate innovation and 
growth within the wider economy.  

And the internationalisation of our higher education, including cooperation with key 
partners such as Canada, plays a key role.  

Improving the quality of education and research is a priority for many of our partners in 
the world, including Canada. Our partners are very interested in what we are doing in 
Europe to bring our education systems closer together, for instance within the Bologna 
process.   

Because of this strong interest, the EU has established bilateral co-operation on 
education policy not just with Canada, but also the United States, Australia, China, 
India, South Africa and Brazil, as well as regional cooperation with our Eastern 
Neighbourhood countries, the Western Balkans and the Southern Mediterranean 
countries. 
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This bilateral and multilateral cooperation increases mutual understanding, influences 
education policy developments, helps to improve education systems both in partner 
countries and in the EU, and enhances the EU's attractiveness and visibility as an 
education and research destination. 

In addition, higher education programmes - such as Erasmus Mundus and the EU-
Canada programme, as well as the Marie Curie researcher mobility programme - offer 
reciprocal student, researcher or staff mobility. They also encourage institutional co-
operation through the development of joint academic curricula or research programmes, 
joint degrees and mutual recognition of qualifications and study periods abroad between 
European and non-European partner institutions.   

These programmes enable the best and the brightest students and researchers from 
around the world to come to Europe.  Just as importantly, they also give the best 
Europeans access to valuable opportunities to study or do research abroad, including in 
Canada. 

Let me briefly talk about these initiatives.  In the last few years alone, the Marie Curie 
Actions programme has funded thousands of researchers, from PhDs to senior scientists 
from 130 different countries, to conduct research leading to the advancement of 
knowledge and innovation in Europe. More than 100 of these researchers came from 
Canada.  

The programme also sent 40 postdoctoral researchers from 18 EU Member States to 
Canada for a 2 year period, to advance their careers in top Canadian Universities, 
working on cutting-edge research in medicine, engineering, social sciences, in fact the 
full spectrum of research, before bringing this knowledge and these collaborations back 
to Europe for a third year. 

Let me now turn to Erasmus Mundus, which, as you know, is a worldwide programme.  
One of its aims is to develop joint masters and doctoral programmes operated by 
consortia of higher education institutions from the EU and, since 2009, elsewhere in the 
world.   

There are currently 130 Masters and 34 Doctoral Programmes offering EU-funded 
scholarships or fellowships to students, researchers and scholars starting their courses in 
the 2012/2013 academic year.   

Another 30 courses have been selected in this year's call and I wanted to take this 
opportunity to offer my particular congratulations to our hosts, VUB and ULB and the 
four other UNICA members, who have been selected for the UNICA Euromaster in urban 
studies - a unique two-year interdisciplinary and international programme. 

Of the courses which are up and running, Canadian universities and companies 
participate, to a very high degree: in fact they are present in about 20% of consortia, 
once again underlining the natural partnership between the EU and Canada.  Of course, 
Canadian students, researchers and staff are free to apply to any of the courses and I'm 
told that those that do take part are of very high quality.   

For the joint Masters courses for example, there are typically at least 25 applicants from 
around the world for every available place.  Against this fierce competition, 1 in 5 of the 
Canadian students succeed in being accepted to courses – a testimony to the quality of 
these students. 

Let me finish by talking about the bilateral EU-Canada programme in Higher Education. 
And I want to give you a bit of the history. In 1995, the European Commission made a 
first formal agreement with Canada for co-operation in higher education and vocational 
training.  This first agreement was renewed successively and the current, third 
generation will last until the end of 2013.   
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The agreement aims to promote understanding between the people of the EU and 
Canada and to improve the quality of their human resource development.  The same 
reasons we are all here in this room today. 

The successive renewed agreements have led to European and Canadian funding of 
projects on international curriculum development and jointly designed courses including 
in the areas of vocational education and language learning.   

The result is joint study programmes with Canada that give financial support for student, 
researcher and staff exchanges, joint or double degrees, as well as dialogues on youth 
policy issues. 

The agreement also complements the activities of the network of the EU Centres of 
Excellence in Canadian universities as well as the European Network for Canadian 
Studies – one of our hosts today – in that it offers additional possibilities for exchanges 
and encourages structural co-operation between institutions on both sides of the 
Atlantic. 

It would be no exaggeration saying that the bilateral programme has been immensely 
popular.  To date, 107 transatlantic consortia have been funded, involving 765 EU and 
Canadian higher education and training institutions with more than 5,600 students (not 
forgetting the researchers and staff) participating in transatlantic exchanges. 

These projects include a diverse range of academic disciplines, such as engineering, 
neuroscience, forestry, agriculture and vocational training.  They involve the mobility of 
students, researchers and staff, including arrangements for credit recognition and 
transfer among participating institutions. 

Unfortunately, under the current austerity drive, the Canadian Government unilaterally 
cancelled the 2011 call under the bilateral EU-Canada programme and indicated that 
there would be no new calls under the current Framework, effectively cancelling the 
planned calls for 2012 and 2013.  This means that we, here in Europe, find ourselves 
unable to fund any further projects for lack of matching Canadian funds.   

However, all is not lost and the over 100 projects funded to date are continuing to 
cement relationships on the two sides of the Atlantic.  Moreover, we can continue to rely 
on the opportunities offered by Erasmus Mundus and Marie Curie to take forward our 
cooperation.  Marie Curie alone has a budget of nearly 1 billion EUR in 2013 – much of it 
open to Canadian researchers, universities and companies. 

You will hear later this morning about the Commission's proposal for the new "Erasmus 
for All" programme, which will start in 2014, so I will not go into the detail now.   

Let me just say that we have put a stronger emphasis on cooperation with our non-
European partners, and that we look forward to further years of strengthening links and 
consolidating partnerships between our great European and Canadian universities.   

Ladies and gentlemen, 

I wish you a very successful conference and I thank you for your attention. 

 


