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Dear friends, 

What an honor and pleasure it is to be here at the end of the beginning of our 

390th anniversary celebration, and to have the opportunity to say a few words. 

At the end of the beginning, because this anniversary celebration marks the start 

of our jubilee year together with UMC Utrecht, featuring many fun and 

interesting activities in and around the city and region. 

I will now briefly switch to English for our international guests. This is my first 

anniversary celebration as President of our university. Of course, I am delighted that 

so many students and staff members from our university are here. But most of all, I 

am extremely pleased—and actually find it quite remarkable—that so many people 

from outside the university have joined us for our celebration. I haven’t seen that 

happen before at other universities, and it truly warms my heart.  Thank you all for 

being here. I will continue my speech in Dutch now. 

An anniversary is a natural moment to look back a little, to reflect on where we 

stand and where we are going and want to go. Who do we want to be, what do 

we want to achieve, and what does society ask of us? 

Our university’s mission is to help improve the world—making it more 

sustainable, healthier, and more open—and to build bridges between science, 

knowledge, and society. And that is also my mission: to build bridges. I suppose I 

was selected for this presidency because of my name? (His last name is Brug, 

which means bridge in Dutch). 

That clear ambition for connection and collaboration between society and the 

university, and that strong focus on societal impact and added value—at our 

university, these are not just words. We are truly committed to them, and we 

want to commit even more to them.  

One of the ways we do this is by actively organizing and implementing 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary collaboration within our university—

through and within our education and research. Inter- and transdisciplinary; 

complicated words, perhaps even “buzzwords” for some. What do we mean by 

that? All the challenges we face as Utrecht, the Netherlands, Europe, and the 

world require solid knowledge. So that we can distinguish sense from nonsense. 

But these challenges don’t require just one type of knowledge or a single 

discipline; they require knowledge drawn from a wide range of fields, working 



together in cohesion and collaboration. In other words, inter- and 

transdisciplinary.  

In recent years, and also in the current coalition agreement, there has been a 

particular focus on the importance of technical education and research. And yes, 

these certainly need extra attention in the Netherlands. Because for those major 

societal challenges, as well as for our economy and our earning capacity, that 

technical, medical, and other “science” knowledge is extremely useful and 

necessary. And that is what we are working on in Utrecht, and we have very 

broad and deep knowledge and expertise in and about  it.   

But if we want to make the Netherlands healthier, more sustainable, or more 

resilient, technical solutions alone are not enough. Without cultural studies, 

social sciences, law, humanities, and public administration and organizational 

sciences, technical solutions will not take root, will not spread, and will not be 

put to good use. In short: the transitions and transformations— —will not 

succeed. Knowledge and impact from a broad university like ours, therefore, 

through interdisciplinary collaboration, grounded in strong disciplinary 

foundations. And not by telling society how things should be done from an ivory 

tower, but with both feet firmly on the ground and listening to that society. In 

collaboration and co-creation with the city, the region, the entire spectrum of 

education, and yes, also with the business community. And there is certainly still 

room for improvement there.  

Transdisciplinary collaboration in dialogue with society. How many times can I fit 

“together” into one short sentence? (also a wordplay in Dutch language). But that 

is the crux of it, and the strength of Utrecht University. And in doing so, we focus 

on four themes: life sciences & health, sustainability, our open society. And on 

young people. I am truly proud that Dynamics of Youth is one of the four themes 

where we are making a real difference and want to make even more. In this era 

of an aging population, we are focusing specifically on our young people. 

Because the future belongs to the youth, and yes, with it brings many challenges 

and dynamics.  

What is the current generation of young people—many of whom are here in this 

room today—facing? After all, you’re the ones who will have to make do with the 

world we “leave behind.”  

How do you find your way in a world full of opportunities and threats, 

possibilities and uncertainty, challenges and pressure to perform, with major 

societal questions ranging from the local to the international? What can our 

education, our knowledge, and our science mean for you in that quest? How can 



we properly incorporate your perspective into it? How can we work together on 

this?  

We truly possess broad and deep knowledge of the dynamics of youth within 

our faculties; we actively seek and find collaboration with you, with the city, the 

region, and with the various institutes and institutions. But we also have the 

largest children’s hospital in the Netherlands as part of our UMC Utrecht and the 

Maxima Medical Center. We can and want to make a real difference for—but 

above all with—the youth who are also our future. 

Hopefully, this is also evident to all of you in the fact that today, and throughout 

our 390th anniversary, the focus is not on our past, but on the youth. 

“Connect.Create Change.” is our motto for this anniversary year. 

We are specifically highlighting our collaboration with the city and region. 

Together with UMC Utrecht, partners in healthcare, education, business, and 

culture. With everyone who wants to work with us toward that healthy, 

sustainable, resilient future in an open and law-abiding society.  

And so that you don’t just hear about this, but can experience it firsthand, you’ll 

receive two research kits when you leave the Dom Church. One for yourself. And 

one to give as a gift. 

The kit contains a small pot of soil. Place it on your balcony or in your garden at 

home and keep an eye on it. Then share with our researchers what grows in that 

pot. This will give them more insight into seed dispersal patterns. And that, in 

turn, helps us understand how biodiversity—the richness of life on Earth—is 

changing. 

A small pot of soil—or rather, observing a tiny piece of our Earth. Through 

collaboration and curiosity. To make a difference with knowledge 

Together in curiosity. May I ask you to bring that with you to the reception in a 

moment? 

Go up to someone you don’t know yet. Because it is precisely there, in that 

conversation, that something new can emerge. And of course, I know it’s also 

nice to catch up with acquaintances. But still, I want to ask you: really do it! 

Surprise yourself and the other person. I will do the same.  

One more thing: as president of the university, I am not standing here in 

academic gown; after all, I am here as president of the entire university, not as a 

professor. When celebrating and promoting our education and research, it is 

usually our scientists and lecturers who are in the spotlight. And our professors, 



here in their academic robes, are also very easily recognizable. And that visibility 

and recognition is very good and well-deserved. But what we sometimes risk 

forgetting, and what is less visible, is that our education and research can only 

flourish if our IT systems work, if our buildings are open and clean, if security is 

in order, if the finances are in order, if, etc., etc.  

So, especially on this anniversary, I want to express my thanks and appreciation 

to the entire university, and also to the people who do not teach or conduct 

research themselves, but who help make it all possible. 

Thank you all.  


