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Ladies and Gentleman, 

 

It is a real honour to be with you this morning participating in the celebration of 

Europe Day in Liechtenstein.  We have a fantastic venue for our occasion: the 

modern, vibrant University of Liechtenstein, with its breathtaking setting.  And 

we have even been blessed with glorious weather! 

 

The theme for this morning’s event is, in my view, central both to the 

European project, and to Liechtenstein’s place in Europe.  On the first level, 

we shall be looking at the benefits – in all their manifestations – which we all 

derive from intellectual exchange.  And on a deeper level, we shall be 

discussing how we benefit from the dismantling of borders, while at the same 

time retaining our own identities. 

 

We always take a degree of inspiration as we celebrate Europe Day from the 

past, and from the towering personalities who have contributed to constructing 

the European endeavour.  The Day itself is, of course, the anniversary of the 

famous Declaration in 1950 by Robert Schuman, in which he sketched out his 

vision for the future governance of Europe – a governance which would 

literally render impossible a repeat of the horrors of the two wars which 

ravaged the European continent in the first half of the twentieth century.  In 

the Declaration, Schuman explicitly saw that this would be a living, organic 

project.  He said: “Europe will not be made all at once, or according to a single 

plan.  It will be built through concrete achievements which first create a de 

facto solidarity.”  Europe’s capacity to think the unexpected, and to 

incorporate it into the construction of the new organisation of the continent, 

has been one of the secrets of the project’s success. 

 

We have another, even more venerable, towering European personality to 

inspire us today, and that is Erasmus himself.  His career embodies the spirit 

of internationalism – born in Rotterdam in the Netherlands, but active in 

Leuven in modern-day Belgium, in England, in Paris, in Turin, in Venice, and 

in Basel, which was his final resting place.  His career also embodied a 

restless intellectual curiosity – Erasmus taught himself Latin and Greek, and 
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then proceeded to produce the authoritative translations of the New 

Testament into those languages.  And his career also showed how 

scholarship can influence the leaders and statesmen of his day, including the 

Holy Roman Emperor and the Pope – and Henry VIII, from what would 

become ‘the member state I know best’. 

 

These concepts – internationalism, intellectual curiosity, and the practical 

application of learning – are central to the Erasmus programme, whose 

principal aim is to support the intellectual development and cultural 

broadening of Europe’s students, by helping them study or work in different 

countries, and to explore different European cultures and languages.  The 

programme helps break down intellectual and cultural values in the mind of 

the student, and it does so at perhaps what is the most formative period in a 

person’s life.  And, at the same time, it helps celebrate and support that 

cultural diversity in our continent, which is such a vital component of the 

European vision.   

 

This year we are also celebrating the 25th anniversary of the Erasmus 

programme: the EU has through this programme been supporting the 

exchange of students between European universities since 1987.  Since 

before I dare say many in this audience were born. 

 

Liechtenstein has participated in the Erasmus programme since 1995, when it 

acceded to the European Economic Area and thus enjoyed full access to the 

EU’s single market.  The programme helps students from Liechtenstein to 

study in universities throughout Europe – learning about another country’s 

culture, languages, customs, and also, of course, pursuing a field of 

intellectual endeavour and achievement.  This is clearly good for the student: 

it gives them transferable skills and makes them highly competitive in the 

employment market.  And, when the student returns to Liechtenstein, they 

bring all of this experience with them, to the benefit of the wider community. 

 

But it’s a striking feature of Liechtenstein University that it fulfils the 

opportunity to do the same thing in reverse.  Students from a bewildering 
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range of European countries come to study in Liechtenstein, many of them 

supported by the Erasmus programme, and will take the unique experience 

which this wonderful University and this wonderful country – right at the heart 

of Europe – offers with them as they pursue their further careers. 

 

And it’s not just about the stuff you learn – it’s also about the people you 

meet.  There is probably no more fruitful point in a human being’s life for 

making deep and lasting friendships.  And the beauty of Erasmus is that these 

friendships will be across national boundaries, and will in their turn foster 

mutual understanding throughout our continent.  And all of this within a group 

of people who will, like Erasmus himself, have a disproportionate influence on 

the decision-makers of tomorrow – or, in some cases, will be the statesmen, 

politicians, top businessmen and community leaders of tomorrow. 

 

Erasmus is one of Europe’s flagship achievements.  As of 2012, 33 different 

countries participate – in addition to Liechtenstein and the 27 EU member 

states, it supports students from Croatia, Norway, Iceland, Switzerland and 

Turkey.  And as further countries apply successfully for membership of the 

EU, so the list of participating countries will extend further.  In the academic 

year 2009/10, somewhere around 4.5% of the student population of all the 

participating countries had benefited from an Erasmus exchange – 

somewhere between two and a half and three million people.  In 2010/11, 

more than 231,000 students received Erasmus grants – a new record, and an 

8.5% increase compared with the previous academic year.  And we are well 

on the way to reach the target of having supported three million students by 

2012/13. 

 

I think this pretty clearly qualifies as one of the ‘concrete achievements’ which 

Robert Schuman said would be the building blocks of the new Europe.  To 

quote Commissioner Androulla Vassiliou, the member of the European 

Commission responsible for education and youth: 

 

“The Erasmus programme, whose silver anniversary we are celebrating this 

year, is one of the biggest success stories of the European Union.  The 
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figures speak for themselves – and would have been even higher if we had 

the resources to match demand.  In this difficult times, the skills gained 

through Erasmus studies and placements are more valuable than ever.” 

 

In her statement to mark Europe Day, Cathy Ashton – the EU’s High 

Representative for Foreign and Security Policy – observed that we read a lot 

in the press about the financial crisis and the economic problems which we 

are facing.  But she is convinced that the basis of the European economy 

remains strong.  And the common values that bring us together – the values 

which Liechtenstein and the European Union share, and which Erasmus 

himself so strongly championed – of tolerance, free thought and discussion, of 

respect for the other person’s point of view and experience, of intellectual 

collaboration and cooperation – these values are more important than ever as 

we work together to meet the huge and increasing challenges of the modern 

world.  These values know no frontiers; and the Erasmus programme plays a 

major part in embedding them in the minds of our continent’s youth, and of 

our continent’s leaders for tomorrow.  A pretty special thing for us to 

celebrate. 

 

Thank you very much. 

 


