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Dear representatives of national and regional governments,

Dear mayor and representatives of the cities of Limburg,

Dear colleagues and friends,

Dear students,

Dear Guests,

and a very special word of welcome to our first graduates who started their medical studies exactly
forty years ago, even two years before the formal establishment of  this  university – you are the
true reasons that we are here today!

Ladies and Gentleman, while the world around us seem to be in turmoil, while there is war in many
regions, while there is cause for concern about the stability of Europe, today, on the first Monday of
September, the Dutch universities open their new academic year. Together we look in the past and
try to sketch the future, addressing current issues and discussing opportunities. It has to be said
that our problems look minuscule before the backdrop of the crises in other countries and we can
be grateful to live in a solid democracy and an open society. Maybe we should appreciate this more
often.

My  topic  this  year  is  quality,  for  a  number  of  reasons.  First  and  foremost  because  this  is  the
“Leitmotiv” of our current strategic programme entitled “Inspired by quality” which now in 2014
has reached the midterm of its scope and secondly because quality has become a preeminent term
in the current discussion  on the Dutch Higher education system. Quality of education and
research, valorization and societal impact are under scrutiny, and a number of reports have
addressed whether we, as universities, do things right or should do it differently.

Let  me  start  on  a  positive  note.  If  we  look  at  the  last  academic  year  in  particular,  the  Dutch
Universities have been doing well, for sure better than other sectors in the country:

· Our international reputation is excellent,
· Our research is very successful,
· Our education system remains attractive – both to Dutch and International students,
· Our collaboration with the public and private sector is increasingly visible – and - last not

least,
· Our financial situation is healthy.

Despite these positive aspects, there is also increasing discontent about Dutch Universities, also
from within, by our staff and students. We must take this seriously.

· Drowning in bureaucracy,
· Overregulation and –control,
· Criticism about insufficient alignment between universities,
· Negative press coverage about every incident,
· Fear of “marketization”,
· Skepticism about university autonomy.

Why is that? And who is to blame? For some this appears to be an easy answer. It’s me, or people
like me, executive boards of universities are sketched by some as power-hungry, non-academic
valorization fetishists. So what pictures come to mind if you think about these university
executives? Cold-blooded managers or non-academic freaks?
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With  all  due  respect,  this  explanation  to  look  for  easy  culprits  is  far  too  simple  and  misses  the
point. The current identity crisis of the Dutch universities has many facets. I strongly believe that
the  issue  at  hand  is  more  complex  and  the  basis  is  the  mismatch  between  expectations  from
society and the soul-searching of academic institutions. I can only agree wholeheartedly with some
of our critics, that universities are no cookie factories and should not become a heaven for
bureaucrats, and that we have to avoid selling our ideals, but universities are also no Shangri-La,
where funds simply fall from heaven. Isn’t it understandable that the Dutch taxpayers (and their
representatives  in  Parliament),  who  finance  the  14  universities  in  this  country  with  currently  3.4
billion Euros, ask us what we do with their money and whether it is put to good use? The answer
that we as academics know best, that everybody should trust us blindly and leave us alone is, I am
afraid, not enough.

This last year has seen many advice reports and opinions on these questions ranging from  the so
called  IBO  study  to  the  manifesto  from  Science  in  Transition  to  the  letter  of  the  CTOs  of  large
Dutch companies and a recent OECD report.  If  I  look across these reports and statements there
appear to be three common concerns, which put the continued quality of the Dutch Higher
education system at risk:

1. A  deficit  of  universities  to  adequately  address  present  time  social  challenges  and  define
their role in society.

2. A challenge to the established principles research and education and their quality- and
whether this has to be changed.

3. A question mark about university autonomy and governance, overregulation and
bureaucracy.

In short,  while everybody agrees that things have been great in the past,  there are worries and
questions about the future and concerns by our academics about what has become of us –
marketing organizations and camp followers in the place of knowledge institutions – that is what I
define with a lack of self-esteem.

I really dislike generalizations. Let's, therefore, examine our own university before this backdrop,
and  let’s  do  this  with  regard  to  the  vision  of  our  strategic  program which  we  have  laid  out  two
years ago.

What are the key statements of our strategic vision inspired by quality?

· Societal impact: Combining regional engagement with an international agenda from the
Euregion to overseas. Leading economic, societal and infrastructural development in
Limburg together with our partners in Limburg in the public and private sector.

· Research: Research focused on societal challenges and characterized by
interdisciplinary and clustering (Quality of Life, Europe and a globalizing world,
Learning and innovation).

· Education; remaining an innovator in the educational process, combining problem
based learning with the international classroom, as the most international Dutch
university being the gateway to and from the Netherlands.

· Organization: an employer that fosters personal development of staff and students
alike, decentralized yet with a common strategy.

Quite a mouthful of promises. But how have we done so far? Let’s do a quality assessment.

Quality check 1: Regional and societal engagement

To  further  this  strategic  goal  we  have  set  up  –  together  with  our  main  partners,  the  Maastricht
University Medical Center, Zuyd University of Applied Sciences and last but not least the Province
of Limburg the knowledge axis, as long term collaboration. And there are many important partners
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from the regional economic sector engaged with us in this context: DSM, Sabic and APG, just to
name a few. The knowledge axis was a promise but it has now become reality. I am very happy
that the first four projects of this programme have been funded by our partners and us to further
our common goal to make our region more attractive in many aspects.

MOVARE: The healthy primary school of the future is a long-term project to investigate the effect
of a structured programme of healthy fooding on sport on the prevention of cardiovascular disease,
diabetes and obesity and socioeconomic well-being in the Parkstad region. A project that with our
partners combines social challenges of this region, which once has been labeled as the most
unhealthy region of the Netherlands with research questions and relevance for the educational
process of the future.

Limburg Educational agenda: is a programme to streamline education, the Limburg Educational
Agenda is a joint initiative by Maastricht University, Zuyd University of Applied Sciences, Fontys
and numerous school boards in primary, secondary and vocational education. Its aim is to reduce
mismatches in the choice of study programme and profession, increase the quality of teacher
training, attract motivated students, decrease the gap between educational science and practice,
and optimize the effectiveness of educational improvements.

There are also plans for the future to join forces, together with a number of other knowledge
partners such as Fontys, the Has, the Tu/e and here in Maastricht, particularly with MSM. The
knowledge  axis  is  also  very  special,  since  it  is  no  subsidy  programme  but  a  joint  investment
between knowledge institutions and the public and private sectors in the true triple helix spirit.

Quality check 2: Research quality and interdisciplinary

Maastricht University has, as one of the three so called young universities, the lowest amount of
fixed funding for research. In all fairness our research performance has to be evaluated against this
background. Because of this our research output traditionally has been lower than those of older,
more established institutions. It is also due to our profile that does not have the contribution of a
large  science  faculty.  Nevertheless  it  should  be  pointed  out  that  while  we  score  lower  than  the
Dutch average in the NWO funding, our European research funds success is, on the contrary on the
rise and above the Dutch average.

Our strategy in creating a stimulating research environment is two–fold. First, we have decided to
build up focus and to expand on peak performance areas in alignment with the recent
recommendations by the Dutch Advisory Council on Science and Technology. With the recruitment
of three university professors – all of them leaders in their fields: Clemens van Blitterswijk, Peter
Peters and Ron Heeren and their groups we have made a major step forward in further developing
areas of excellence in imaging, regenerative medicine and tissue engineering as well as molecular
diagnostics towards world-class quality. But commitment to an attractive research environment
also calls for supporting our existing potential, whether they are already established leaders in their
field or upcoming talents. This will ask for a review of our HRM policy not only focusing on female
careers  –  which  is  the  topic  of  this  day  -  but  also  on  talents  as  a  whole.   In  terms  of  research
development we have also fostered internal talents in a number of large scale cooperative projects
that bring together researchers from different faculties. These projects such as MACIMIDE and Eat
well are flourishing and have already reached a number of successful milestones such as increased
research funding and publications and will strengthen our further competitiveness in the following
European funding rounds.

Quality check 3: Education

Leading in Learning…..much has been said about the boldness of this slogan. What I like about it is
that  it  can  be  interpreted  in  a  number  of  ways  and  that  it  also  means  that  we  are  a  learning
organization and indeed we need to learn from the past to be fit for the future. It goes without
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saying that as a university which is almost 40 years old we need to review end renew our approach
to  education.  While  problem  based  learning  remains  at  our  core  we  need  to  make  it  fit  for  the
future by taking into account new insights from new learning techniques for example and by
activating the innovative potential from our own organization. We have coined the term The
Maastricht Learning Experience to define our adjusted approach which we will work out in the
newer future. Maastricht University is currently establishing Edlab – a university-wide institute for
educational innovation and excellence. The overarching aim of Edlab is to further increase student
and staff engagement with the education process in the widest sense.

Edlab will in the near future be housed at the Tapijn barracks. It will serve as a meeting place for
students and staff who will be facilitated to initiate and disseminate innovate ideas to expand UM’s
Leading in Learning principle. Educational quality is to be the core theme of this university for the
next years and for the future strategic programme of this university, which we expect to launch in
our anniversary year 2016.

But the Maastricht Learning experience also has its  needs outside the University’s  walls  – as the
student experience in our city is also a part of a holistic approach to be an attractive place. In this
context  the  creation  of  a  student  and  the  city  portfolio,  which  is  the  responsibility  of  Mieke
Damsma – one of the city’s aldermen – has been a major advantage for us to further the strong
links between university and our immediate surroundings to achieve the goal to build further on
the vision of Maastricht as a university city. Jennifer Barnes, of course we are far from having the
reputation nor the flair of Cambridge, but given the age difference between our institutions, we
have another few hundred years to make it up.

Of course, there are also reasons for concern. The quality system of universities is assessed
frequently by inside and outside evaluations. As we were very pleased that we apparently had
convinced the Dutch Flemish Accreditation organization in 2013 by obtaining an institutional
accreditation, we were under the impression that this would lead to an adapted, lighter protocol for
the  accreditation  of  our  study  programmes.  Therefore,  we  were  surprised  by  the  process  in  the
accreditation of the Dutch humanities programs. With the Dutch saying “if you get a shave you
better sit still” in mind, we have taken on the challenge to respond to the criticisms swiftly. The
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences is in the process to implement improvement programs, and we
are convinced that their adaptations will be successful. But in the spirit of academic exchange some
questions about the process of accreditation of universities are in order and should be addressed
before future rounds such as the question of the true value of an institutional accreditation, the
costs and bureaucracy of evaluations in relation to their value, the effects on the primary process
as well as the competence and heterogeneity of the review commissions. I am confident that these
discussions will not only lead to higher quality but to more optimal procedures. And of course
external peer review needs to remain a necessity, but quality control is a coin with two sides.

Lastly, let me come to quality check 4: our university as an organization

As said at the beginning of my talk Dutch universities are faced with the paradox that while we are
doing well according to the common parameters, there appears to be an apparent uneasiness or
even discontent with us in the outside world and from within. In my view there are a number of
factors at the base of this. One is the increasing apprehension about university autonomy. While
everybody seems to agree that autonomy has been a key to the unusual success of the Dutch
universities, there are calls for more control, prescription of research topics, calls for more “applied
research and more topical management of research themes for example by the so called top-
sectors. I am convinced that the autonomy of universities must also be preserved in the future in
the spirit of “never change a winning team”, but we have to realize that the prize for autonomy is
to take more responsibility. Responsibility to make clear why our research is important,
responsibility as stable employers in a changing economic environment, and responsibility that we
respond to the needs of society and that we prepare our students as the professionals of the
future. We therefore need to be open while at the same time it must be clear that we as academics
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must remain responsible for the freedom of research and the quality of education. We also must
not be complacent on discussions around differentiation and profile development,
internationalization strategy and science vision, no we must take an active role in it before others
tell us what to do. A good example for such an approach is the Dutch vision on university
internationalization, where I had the privilege to be in the lead together with many colleagues from
the research universities and the universities of applied science.

Also we must take good care for our people, students and staff alike. And in the rollercoaster ride
of Dutch Higher Education policy and financing we at Maastricht University have to realize that
while  we  have  grown in  many  fields  the  number  of  employees  remained  stable,  leading  to  work
pressures and stress. Here we clearly should intervene and invest in our personnel involved in the
primary process. We must also take clear actions for the needs of our students. With the
introduction of the social leenstelsel and the additional funds that are returned to the universities it
is our responsibility to invest in even better education. This will be an important topic in our
discussions with the university council, the supervisory council and the university as a community.

Let me end by coming back to the beginning of my speech, the question about leadership and how
are we steering this progress. At our university, we as Executive Board do certainly not recognize
us in the caricatures that I have shown at the beginning, but are supporters of the principle of
horizontal management and collegial candor as defined by Jeffrey Buller:

Creating a working environment in which individuals feel free to provide their perspectives
and understand that you will agree or disagree based on the argument‘s merits.

Fostering an environment in which individuals feel safe to provide their perspectives where
the overall mission of the institution, rather than the personal convenience of its individual
members, is the guiding principle behind all deliberations.

We are therefore committed to modern participation and consensus building and not in top down
decisions at all costs. And I feel in my role often not as president but as the general secretary of
the united nations of Maastricht. I should also add that at this university the Executive Board, Luc
Soete, Nick Bos and myself are not considering ourselves as cold-blooded managers from outer
space  but  as  academics  who  have  risen  through  the  ranks  and  are  very  much  grounded  in  the
university.

And  if  I  must  use  the  term  leadership  here,  I  am  most  sympathetic  to  the  term  horizontal
leadership as defined by Green: “horizontal leadership is best practiced through trust, and trust is
bi-lateral; you have to be good at trusting, and at being trusted. “Leader” is not a permanent
attribute – it is a mindset/skill-set/role that is played at a given time by a given person, who the
next day must play, equally well, the role of follower”.

Let me end with this cover photo of our new yearly report: This is us, a good image: we have to
stand together to take our responsibility as an organization, but also as honest partners with our
collaborators internationally and in the region.

Thank you.


