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Welcome back after a long summer to a new academic year; it’s always a special 

moment, but this year more so than others. 

This summer our academic community, UvA faculty and students, suffered a great loss. 

Four of our members died in the MH17 crash, two of whom, Joep Lange and Jacqueline 

van Tongeren, I had worked with very closely during my years at the AMC. Joep and 

Jacqueline were both important to AIDS patients here in Amsterdam and, together with 

the Amsterdam Institute for Global Health and Development, were passionate advocates 

of improving access to life-saving HIV medication. In recent years this evolved into a 

wider attention for the current burden of non-communicable diseases in Africa.    

Sacha Meijer, a great journalistic talent who during her student years already published 

articles in major national media outlets, made productions for the KNAW and was so 

loved among her fellow students; and Laurens van der Graaff, a very sharp editor of the 

student magazine Propria Cures with a great passion for education, a love for languages 

and stories, and a such an original mind. Both Sasha and Laurens were students of our 

Humanities Faculty.  

Still, many more in our UvA community were hurt, such as the families of our students, 

colleagues and alumni who also died. And also within the HvA community. I feel we 

cannot start this academic year without acknowledging this unexpected and 

unwarranted loss of lives and our sadness because of it.  

We welcome here today some of the people most affected by these tragic deaths: 

families, teachers, close colleagues and colleagues from abroad such as Prof Mike 

Merson, director of the Duke Global Health Institute. Thank you for coming and being 

with us today to share our grief. 

Let us use this occasion to pay our respects. I would like to ask for a moment of silence 

in memory of Joep, Jacqueline, Sacha and Laurens, alumni and family members of our 

students and faculty, and those from the HvA who boarded that ill-fated flight. 

[…] 

At moments like these, the academic community is united. We feel how important the 

sense of belonging is, which is why I would like to focus on this concept of ‘academic 

community’.  

A university is not just an organisation, let alone a business. Each year we welcome a 

new generation of students and hope to teach them the values of rational and rigorous 

thinking, to help them discover what previous thinkers and scientists have contributed 



to our common pool of knowledge, and to inspire some of them into choosing an 

academic career. We do that as individual academics. And it is the people who constitute 

the academia, the academic community, who welcome our students at the start of each 

academic year. 

What defines the academic community? 

 Modern science is teamwork, says sociologist Kees Schuyt. Yet it is not only about 

work or collaboration. 

 

 Philosopher Govert Buijs says the University is essentially a cooperation. People 

with different skills and talents working together, jointly, for the greater good. 

That is true, but the academic community is not confined to the organisation. 

Athough, on the other hand, the academia is certainly not a corporation. 

 

 And according to university professor Alexander Rinnooy Kan, a university is a 

collective of curious minds; being part of that collective means a time and space 

for joint discovery; a sense of belonging to a community. A more spiritual 

definition, if you will. 

Indeed. We are together in our independence, we are jointly opinionated, and love to 

fiercely disagree. Even though we are all inquiring minds, at the end of the day, we 

accept facts and arguments to resolve an academic debate, we accept knowledge as the 

contribution we make to society, both in creating new knowledge in research and in 

making it accessible to young students in our teaching. We do that best by teaching our 

students to be curious about what our faculty has to offer, by making them belong to the 

academic community. 

Last year we brought together some of the members of that academic community to see 

if we could find words and images to visualise this important notion of academic 

community. This resulted in a campaign, we are u, of which you see the images behind 

me.  

The importance of the academic community is also central to our new long-term 

strategic plan: what in Dutch we call Instellingsplan, or IP. 

In it, of course, we aspire to further improve in teaching, research and societal impact, 

all of which reflect our academic ambitions. I think we’ve done very well during the last 

IP period, which is reflected in the position the UvA currently holds in rankings, or in 

our success in obtaining highly competitive grants such as ERC. We continue to attract 

good students and they do better in terms of study results. UvA Matching, in which 

students who consider coming to the UvA are given a chance to experience what student 

life is all about and what the course of their choice entails, has been a major success and 

all those who put a lot of effort into this are to be complimented (Marjoleine Zieck in 

particular). But we can still do a lot more, and, with the UvA community, we have tried 



to set ourselves realistic but challenging goals. I look forward to the way these will be 

elaborated on in the different faculties during the coming months. 

We also agreed in the coming years to give special attention to internationalisation and 

what we call the student experience. I would like to elaborate on both. 

The student experience is more than an attractive campus, a good digital infrastructure 

or a well-organised class schedule. More than facilities or material goods, although 

these are important, too. This is where I come back to the Academic Community. We 

want students to be part of that academic community during the years they study at the 

UvA, and to enjoy the intellectual benefits of it by ensuring access to faculty, 

contributing to their experience and stimulating them to develop themselves.  

I am convinced that it is this element in university teaching which attracts good 

teachers, but with the large numbers of students we have in some subjects, we 

sometimes feel we can no longer offer that experience to our students. I would like to 

put that challenge squarely on the table. Let us think creatively about how we can make 

smaller student communities, in which interaction with faculty is more intensive, in 

which students are stimulated to achieve not only in their formal programme but also 

beyond that.  

Student years are the one period of your life that you can acquire knowledge and skills 

that you do not immediately need, when you can read to your heart’s content, when you 

should debate the big questions in life with your peers and with your teachers. These 

are the years when you should bring together your intellectual capital, not for your first 

job but for a whole lifetime. 

The new student loan system may make it more difficult for students to dare find the 

time to do that, this we realise. It is therefore up to us to help students find their way, to 

accommodate them, and to welcome each new generation in our community and share 

with them what the UvA has to offer. That is why the academic community is the core of 

the university. 

Internationalisation is another key aspect of the academic community. At the end of the 

day, we have to prepare our students for a global world, for an international work 

environment. Where better to do that than in an international study environment, an 

academic community made up of different nationalities. That’s why we attach such 

value to the so-called international classroom. Dutch students appreciate these classes 

more and obtain better results. The cooperation with international students has a 

mutual benefit. 

Two years ago we announced that we wanted to use the summer schools to allow 

students to get a taste of the UvA before deciding to come and do a degree or an 

exchange. This year we have welcomed 550 International students from 47 countries 

and six continents. And, equally noteworthy, in the preliminary figures it appears that 



we have grown over 15 percent in international students, and this year welcome 2625 

foreign students at the University of Amsterdam. 

But internationalisation should not only attract foreign students to Amsterdam. We also 

need to help our students gain a meaningful international experience. And by 

meaningful I mean that we should not only aim to get more students to travel. What we 

really want to support is an experience abroad that helps shape the student experience 

we talked about earlier. 

Mike Merson, the director of the Duke Global Health Institute, who is among us today, 

wrote about the importance of such a global experience in a very interesting article in 

the New England Journal of Medicine just before the summer. He indicated how 

important it is for students to become involved in real life problems, how motivating it 

is to be part of trying to find real solutions and in that respect how important a global 

health experience can be in experiencing that, but alsohow that can be linked to similar 

experiences in the local community. I recognise that, which is undoubtedly why so many 

medical students from our AMC have gone to Africa to work and study in projects we as 

a university undertake there.  

It is often within an international context that you learn to appreciate some of the 

achievements of your own society that you have always taken for granted, or identify 

possibilities to improve that society at home. But, more importantly, it also often 

triggers a sense of wanting to contribute to improving society. And that may be the most 

important motivation we can give our students for their future. 

. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Russell Shorto’s book on Amsterdam shows how our history has been shaped by the 

international dimension. By people who pursued trade and fostered a culture of 

liberalism, philosophy and science.  

As mentioned, today we are part of the international academic community. That is why 

we have chosen to use these annual academic openings to celebrate the international 

networks we have. Two years ago we focused on Europe, last year on China and this 

year we highlight Africa. It is timely in a global sense since it fits in the second 

generation millennium goals that have been formulated recently by…and in a local 

sense since the Nieuwe Kerk will have a wonderful exhibit of African art this fall. 

We have all read the stories of Africa transforming itself from a lost continent to the 

next global centre of economic growth. Changing from a continent where we brought 

development aid, to a continent with whom we partner in research and education. To 

give some examples, at the UvA we are studying the benefits of multiple language 

acquisition, we are developing a law degree programme in Ethiopia, and we are 

establishing the Africa Research Initiative and Support Centre.  



To illustrate, here are the increasing number of projects (slide) and exchange students 

(slide) behind me.  

There is a long-lasting collaboration and dense network, particularly in public health, 

allowing us to address important research questions, such as the added benefit of 

health-care insurance or the introduction of mobile technology. This may be of benefit 

to us, in Europe too, to reduce the rising costs of health care. This so-called reverse 

innovation will be addressed later on. 

But first a question about these networks. Scientific contacts often last a lifetime and are 

relatively unaffected by changes in government. As such these networks can be 

important for other purposes than mere research and teaching. With fewer people on 

the ground in diplomatic functions, reliable partners through other contacts can be of 

importance. Could the academia substitute or supersede diplomacy?   

In Africa, maybe even more so than on any other continent, a form of collaboration 

between the public, private and scientific sector may well be the key to success. And 

because of our long tradition in Africa, it seemed the right moment to ask the question 

whether the UvA can play a role in widening this form of collaboration. 

That is the question we put to our alumnus Rob de Vos, currently Dutch consul general 

in New York, but for many years the Dutch ambassador in various African countries and 

a staunch supporter of the African Economic Research Consortium. 

His address will be followed by a short interlude, which our students have put together 

for you. I am very happy that they were willing to do this: the opening of the academic 

year is also their start of the year, and I consider it important that they, too, have a role 

in today’s programme.  

We move to the final part of my contribution, which also brings me back to Joep Lange.  

In the run up to today, we worked with Joep on a booklet to demonstrate the 

development of scientific research in Africa, and to highlight the expanding relationship 

the UvA has with the African academic community. Joep was the driving force behind 

the book. You will all receive a copy, we hope you will read and appreciate it. 

Together with Joep, we also invited four young members of the Amsterdam Academic 

community (not only the UvA but also VU University Amsterdam, as they have been 

partners for years in the Amsterdam Institute for International Development and in the 

Amsterdam Institute for Global Health and Development). They illustrate some of the 

exciting projects that we are involved in in Africa. These projects are important for 

science, but also for the experience they can offer our students.  

Looking back now we couldn’t have chosen a better subject to celebrate what Joep 

Lange has achieved in the field of Global Health, to acknowledge our gratitude for what 



he has left the UvA with, and to pledge that we will continue the work he started, in his 

memory. 

Please welcome with me our next speaker, Rob de Vos. 

 

 

 

 


