
Speech Wilco Hazeleger, 26 March 2026 
Welcome, everyone, to the Dies Natalis, and congratulations on 

our390thanniversary. A milestone we are celebrating together with UMC Utrecht.  

Welcome to our 390th Dies Natalis to everyone here, to the entire UU community 

and all our staff and students, and of course to our honorary doctorates and 

their guests.  A special welcome to His Excellency Ricardo Wilfred Panka, Her 

Excellency Gracita Arrindell, and His Excellency Errold Bishop. 

Our program for this week has been put together with colleagues from the 

Strategic Theme Dynamics of Youth, and you will see that reflected today as well.  

I will proceed in Dutch, but if needed, you will find a translation of the Dutch 

speeches from this ceremony on your chair. A translation is also available on the 

UU website.  

Welcome to everyone here, both from within and outside the UU. It’s fantastic 

that so many partners and guests are here today to celebrate this day with us. 

This includes the young people and their families who are here through the 

Utrecht Youth Work Foundation, and the members of the Surinamese 

community: a warm welcome to you all. It’s wonderful to celebrate this day 

together with you.  

A year ago, I stood here for the first time wearing this chain of office. 

My intention then, and still today, is to open the university’s windows and doors 

much wider. That is why I called for bringing the outside world into the university 

and letting the university reach out to the outside world. I see that we are 

making progress in this regard. 

Today, I hope that some of those steps are visible. Openness is at the heart of 

Utrecht University, and that is why we seek connection. We just walked in here 

together with students and professors, because we are one academic 

community.  

We also have many more guests from outside the university in the Dom today 

than in the past. You’ll see some of them here on stage, and I’m very happy 

about that. 



This afternoon, this ceremony, is a tradition, but to be honest, it’s also a bit of a 

performance. Traditions are beautiful, but they can also create distance. 

Hopefully, after today, that distance will be a little less for you. Under my gown, 

and under the gowns of all the other people in the hall, there is simply a human 

being.  

My first year as rector began with getting to know the faculties and departments. 

From Veterinary Medicine to Humanities, and from the Office of Student, 

Teaching, and Research Affairs to the University Library. I was surprised time 

and again and am deeply impressed.  

Because I think people knew I was looking to connect with the outside world, I 

was shown many inspiring examples of impact.  

For example, research into the importance of play, playgrounds, and other 

forms of outdoor space that are truly inclusive. Because it should be possible 

and fun for every child to play outside, even if they have a disability or chronic 

illness. Together with children, young people, and their parents, we’re looking 

for creative solutions to design equipment and spaces that make inclusive play 

possible. 

This aligns with our new strategy, which revolves around collaboration across 

boundaries. Through our strategic themes—designed to address societal 

challenges in the areas of democracy, youth, sustainability, and the life sciences, 

where everything centers on the health of people, animals, and the planet—we 

pursue this goal. 

We also do this through our educational model. It provides space for education 

where students from multiple disciplines can learn together, as well as for 

education where they work on real-world social issues alongside external 

partners such as residents or patients. And where they experience that what 

they learn here truly matters. 

And that educational model is appreciated: we recently received wonderful 

compliments from the Institutional Quality Assurance Review Committee. I am 

therefore very proud of our educational community! 

The State of the University 

A year ago, I called for bringing the outside world in and going out into the world 

ourselves, but at the same time, the university is the world in miniature. 



Geopolitical developments, social conflicts, and polarization also reach the 

lecture halls. This sometimes provokes strong reactions. Unfortunately, this is 

sometimes accompanied by intimidation, vandalism, and antisemitism. We 

cannot allow that. The university must be a safe place for everyone.  

 

It is fitting for a university to engage in dialogue, and most people are willing to 

do so. I saw this at a recent meeting with staff and students on democracy. With 

expert commentary, different perspectives, insights, and also opinions. The 

latter is also allowed. Opinions and insights differ, though there is a large gray 

area, as my colleague Paul Ziche taught me.  

 

Insights at UU are scientifically grounded. They are verifiable and develop within 

the framework of academic freedom. Opinions are different. They can be 

morally ly charged and vary widely, sometimes leading to polarization. We need 

to discuss this with one another. Because if we enter the conversation from 

these different perspectives, it can be contentious. Or we simply won’t have a 

meaningful conversation. That requires tolerance and empathy for one another.  

The alternative is to retreat safely back into that ivory tower. We will not do that. 

The society that grants us the academic freedom to do our work may expect us 

to engage with that society. That is fundamental to the university’s standing as 

an institution in a free and open society.  

Anniversary and Theme 

We are celebrating our anniversary with a focus on collaboration with the city 

and region, under the motto “Connect. Create Change.” Let’s watch a short 

video about our anniversary. 

<start video 1: anniversary video> 

Today’s Dies speech beautifully illustrates the motto “Connect. Create Change”. 

We will hear from two speakers: a scientist, Gonneke Stevens, and Nienke 

Kuyvenhoven, who works at Jongerenwerk Utrecht.  

Recent research reports show that the mental well-being of some young people 

is not in good shape. There is also real poverty, right here in our city.  

Science can contribute knowledge and guide solutions, drawing on insights from 

psychology, sociology, and medical sciences. Many disciplines, in other words, 

but that’s not enough. Young people themselves and the people who work with 



them on the ground, like Nienke, know what the real problems are. And perhaps 

also the beginning of a solution. Only by truly working together can we make a 

difference. 

That sounds easy, but it isn’t. Often we don’t speak the same language right 

away, and it takes a while before we understand each other and share a 

common understanding of what’s important.  

And that applies not only to research on young people, but certainly also to 

other societal challenges. Transdisciplinary work—collaborating with external 

partners on real-world issues—requires openness and reciprocity between 

practice and science, and as mentioned earlier, that can sometimes be a source 

of friction.  

We see this in the energy transition as well, in efforts to boost employment, 

strengthen the democratic rule of law, and improve healthcare.  

But it’s a double-edged sword. It connects research with solutions that have 

immediate practical value. Of course, that doesn’t mean all research must be 

application-oriented. Quite the contrary; creativity at the university also 

manifests itself in unfettered research without direct application.  

The key is learning to make the connection. That yields science that matters. 

Another positive aspect is that public support for science can grow. We don’t 

want to view the world from a distance, from a comfortable, academically free 

position. We want to help, contribute ideas, and participate. But why should we 

be granted that role? We all have to earn it together.  

Fortunately, this discussion is very much alive at our university. And I am proud 

of the breadth of perspectives, the valuable insights that are generated, and the 

openness we strive for in order to make a difference. I see a vibrant university 

community, in this city, on our campuses.  

 

Our windows and doors are open, and we’ll keep them that way.  

 

Thank you all. 


