LAUDATIO SPEECH – L. DA VINCI MEDAL

SEFI-IGIP ANNUAL CONFERENCE 2010

TRNAVA, SEPT. 22, 2010

Dear Awardee of the SEFI - “L. da Vinci Medal” 2010 !

Distinguished Authorities! Dear colleagues Presidents of IGIP, SEFI and ASEE ! 
Dear Chairman of the IGIP-SEFI Annual Conference 2010 !

Dear participants, friends of IGIP and SEFI !
Ladies and Gentlemen !
For the third time in recent years IGIP and SEFI JOINTLY organise and celebrate their annual conference, this year hosted again by highly qualified & recognised Technical University, placed in the heart of Middle-Europe and with its roots in the past, as early as 1762 (I hope I am right).

It is indeed a real joy for me to see how 2 major EE societies in Europe are joining their forces towards the common target of improving and advancing EE in Europe as well as of affirming its key role within the worldwide higher education scenery. 

This target was entirely shared in 2006, prior to the Miskolc conference, by the that-time Presidents of IGIP and SEFI (F. Flueckiger and myself) being both firmly convinced of the need of a common and univocal voice of the European EE. The two societies are still working on the implementation of such ambitious goal, but we still a long way to go in front of us to fully achieve it.
The tonight ceremony here in Trnava (the award of the L. da Vinci medal of SEFI) actually gives, to all of us, one more element of hope and confidence that education in science and technology is and will be crucial for the future socio-economic and sustainable development of our planet (this has been by-the-way affirmed recently also by Nobel price winners, like M. Yunus, who notably is not an engineer …).
Why this confidence here tonight despite the many examples the modern society offers us almost daily, which demonstrates exactly the contrary, i.e. the very low influence which Scientists, Engineers and Technologists have on educational policy making and politics in general, almost all around the world ?

Well, the answer to this paradox is simple: my confidence and optimism tonight arise while looking to the achievements and outstanding performances of the colleague we are going to award tonight with the highest distinction that SEFI can confer.
It is really astonishing and joyful to me how such a personality (an engineering scientist/researcher, engineering educator and education policy maker up to highest possible level) could affirm his quality and merits, contradicting a widely diffused practice worldwide (especially in politics) …
Yes, indeed, our Awardee has an impressive record of achievements which made out of him a very influential and highly recognised expert in HE in Europe (not only within the technology sector), and nowadays the top academic leader worldwide.

Let me give you an example out of may other possible, which clearly show the vision and concepts of an engineering educator looking far beyond the present into the future:

It was the end of March 2000, when the European University Association (formerly the CRE + Comité de Liaison within National Rector Conferences) convened the so-called “Convention of European Higher Education Institutions” to Salamanca, Spain, with the main aim of discussing the (that-time) brand new 1999 Bologna Declaration (shared by 27 European Ministers of Education). The declared overall outcome was to discuss and deliver an overall, univocal and common response to the Council of Ministers. I had the chance (and the luck) to be invited within the Delegation of my University to attend the Salamanca convention and I was really surprised and delighted when I knew that amongst several thousands of qualified experts/personalities (Rectors, top functionaries, Univ. managers, etc.) the person chosen as the Rapporteur to prepare the conclusions of the discussion was an engineering educator ! Yes, the Rector of ETH Zurich was asked to bring “the voice” of European HE Institutions to the EU leaders: a very unusual choice for Europe’s academia that the key-role was awarded to the representative of a Technical University for such a “crucial” message to be sent to the EU top politicians …
As You all have now well guessed, the Rapporteur of the Salamanca Convention, i.e. the “voice” of the European HE Institutions in the year 2000 was nobody else than our tonight Awardee….

I warmly invite you to go back to your archives, where you will easily find the document named “Conclusion of work of the thematic groups – the Salamanca Convention” (s. e.g. the EUA archives): it is a admirable picture of the European University mission (and a “prophetic vision” of its possible future developments), giving basic instructions through 13 Theses on 6 main subjects: 1) Freedom with responsibility, empowering Universities, 2) Employability in the European labour market, 3) Mobility in EHEA, 4) Compatibility, a common but flexible qualification framework, 5) Quality assurance and quality certification, 6) Competitiveness at home and in the world. The Rapporteur concludes the document  (after a thorough description of the 13 Theses) with some recommendations which still are nowadays, after 10 years, of tremendous  meaning and relevance :
· to renovate and rejuvenate higher education

· to redefine it at a European scale
· to promote employability of their graduates and mobility of their students

· to further the compatibility between institutions and curricula
· to assure quality in the EHEA

· to be more competitive, not excluding cooperation

· to address the specific difficulties of universities in certain parts of Europe

I am sure, it is now time to confirm it to you: yes, the Rapporteur at the Salamanca convention in 2000 was Prof. Dr. K. Osterwalder, former Rector of ETH Zurich and presently Vice-Secretary General of the United Nations, in his function as Rector of the UNU in Tokyo, for whom I was asked to deliver this Laudatio speech.   … But: I am not sure I am doing it really well, without yet giving you even a single statement on the outstanding “cursus honorum” of our Awardee. I am sure, K. Osterwalder himself first, doesn’t really wish that I go here along his entire career, achievements, recognitions, awards, Honoris Causa degrees, etc. I shall not do this, Dear Konrad, but please allow me to deliver only a few milestones on your astonishing biography; give me please the chance to show that I did my job in a decent way …
The 2010 “L. da Vinci Medal Awardee”, K. Osterwalder, is a Swiss physicist,  earned his doctorate in Theoretical Physics at the ETH-Zurich in 1970, was then a Post-doc at NY Univ. (Courant Inst of Math. Sciences), at Harvard and at th Sloan Found. He has been “Visiting Fellow” at a number of Universities and research Inst. all over the world. In 1977 he was appointed Full Prof. at ETH Zurich  wit research focuses on statistical Mechanics, mathematical structure of relativistic quantum theory, physics of elementary particles. He has taught to engineers for more than 2 decades. After being Chief Editor of Communication in Math. Pysics, President of the International Assoc. for Math. Physics, President of IHES committee of Swiss Academy of Nat. Sciences, etc Prof. Osterwalder has then served as Vice-President of the Swiss Rector Conference, President of CESAEER, member of the Int. Advisory Board of Singapore Gouvmt., since in 2007 when UN Secr. General Ban Ki-Moon appointed him as the 5th Rector of UNU.
Let me slowly go to conclude with a  very last reference: K. Osterwalder was awarded  last year with the “Matteo Ricci” International Prize 2009 of the Catholic Univ. of Milan. Three main point inspired the Lectio Magistralis he delivered in that occasion, namely:
· the new global challenges and the way to face them by HE Institutions and research programs

· a new interpretation of “justice” in politics and policy making

· the reason why UNU has a unique role in encouraging a dialogue based on “trust”

In fact, “trust” is the key-word of the mission of the Rector of UNU and of UNU itself. Commenting on the steady increasing figure of chronically starving people in the world (75 millions more from 2007 to 2008), he stated: “Our policies, our government’s leaders, our communities should reject those conditions which have allowed such steady increase. In the crisis of the food sector we have a great example of a grand challenge”.

Dear Konrad, I have to stop here; my most sincere congratulations for the SEFI “L. da Vinci meal” Award 2010 and sorry if I have been too long. Actually, with such a personality like Yours I could have done it simply with a 5-word sentence in latin: TANTO NOMINI NULLUM PAR ELOGIUM (for such a name, no suitable praise).
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