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Study in the Middle of Europe: The Central European Campus

Magnifizenz, dear vice-rector of the Technische Universität Dresden,
Dear Director of the Internationales Hochschulinstitut Zittau, Dear Mayor of the Zittau City,
Distinguished guests, friends, colleagues,
And above all – dear students,
Guten Tag, dobrý den, and a very warm welcome to you all.

Let me begin my speech with a very personal memory, that came back to me earlier today on my way from Liberec to Zittau.
My memory goes back to the 1980s. I was just a skinny young boy back then, traveling by train with my parents from Liberec to visit my grandparents in Teplice, in northern Bohemia. Those of you who remember the railway map of that time will know that this train took a special corridor route. To get from Liberec to Varnsdorf, the train had to pass right through Zittau, across the territory of East Germany.
I can still remember that tense, strange feeling inside the train compartment. The moment the train entered East German territory, all the windows had to stay shut. The carriage doors were locked from the outside. Armed border guards observed the train. As a little boy, I pressed my nose against the cold glass of the window, curiously staring out at the platforms in Zittau and at the houses alongside the tracks.
To me, that was a foreign, forbidden world. I knew very well that we were only allowed to look. Stepping off that train would have meant an international incident, a serious offense against the regime. We were so close – separated by just a few millimetres of plain glass – yet in reality, an impossible divide of fear, suspicion, and barbed wire stood between us. Two neighbouring towns, just a two-hour walk apart, yet two completely different worlds.

Now look at where we stand today.
This afternoon, I got into the car in Liberec. In twenty minutes, we crossed an open landscape without a single border checkpoint or barrier. And now I stand before you – the rector of the Technical University of Liberec – speaking inside the townhall of Zittau, as we open together the new academic year of the International Institute of Zittau at the Technical University of Dresden.
Today, we don’t have to press our noses against locked train windows just to catch a glimpse of our neighbours. Today, we sit at the same table. When I look around this ceremonial hall, I see young people from all around the world. You are the living proof of the barriers we have surpassed.
During my childhood, this borderland was treated as a closed periphery. Today, we can say the Euroregion Neisse is not the edge of the world. It is the beating heart of Central European transformation, and you all are warmly welcome here.

Yet we meet at a time that is far from carefree, and it would not be honest to pretend otherwise. Beyond the doors of this hall, our society is passing through a very vulnerable period. We see a rising wave of cynicism in public life. We see the dangerous growth of political populism and extremism. Politicians hungry for power offer quick, simplistic, and toxic solutions to very complex problems.
These demagogues do not build bridges – they again feed on fear. They exploit people's anxiety over energy transitions, technological shifts, and economic insecurity. Once again, they point their fingers at the neighbour across the river, at foreigners, at Brussels, at scientists, and at universities. They tell the public not to trust the facts, the truth is an illusion, everything is a conspiracy, and they promise to protect you by rebuilding the walls and locking the doors.
At this decisive moment in history, we – as universities – play one of the most important roles, if not the very most important.
Universities have never been, and must never become, factories printing out diplomas or training centres for the labour market. Our true responsibility is far deeper: The university is a moral and rational shield against lies, demagogy, and ignorance.
Science and free research are born from humble respect for facts. When you carry out a laboratory experiment, develop a new nanomaterial, model an ecosystem, or calculate an economic equation, nature does not care about your political party. Nature, science, and empirical evidence cannot be silenced by cheap populist slogans in public squares.
At university, we teach and learn the single most precious skill of a free society: critical thinking. We learn to question things – not out of cynicism or despair, but out of a deep desire to discover the truth. We learn to listen to our opponents, respect different perspectives, and engage in fair, fact-based debate.
If we give up on this mission – if we hide in our offices and leave public debate to loud extremists – we will fail. Our partnership between the Technical University of Dresden and the Technical University of Liberec, between Liberec and Zittau, is therefore a clear statement of our values: We reject isolation and fear. We believe in an open, democratic, and united Europe without borders.
The second big challenge we must address openly – one that is a matter of survival for our common home, the Euroregion Neisse – is demography.
Our region is aging, and for a long time, it has been losing people. For decades, we watched a quiet and painful brain drain. How many talented young minds left for Leipzig, Berlin, or Munich? How many bright high school graduates from the Liberec moved to Prague or Brno and never returned?
A region that was an industrial and innovative powerhouse of Europe during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries began to look, in the eyes of many, like a declining periphery – a place where schools close, doctors are missing, and life slowly fades away.
What is the strongest cure for this demographic problem?
It is you, dear students. It is our universities.
You are not just numbers in our university registry; you are fresh energy flowing through the veins of the Euroregion Neisse! You are the reason why Zittau, Liberec, Görlitz, and surrounding towns are not turning into ghost towns. Because of you, they are alive with student culture, cafés, tech startups, and fresh ambition.
Our common goal at TUD and TUL is to create conditions that make you want to stay here after graduation. We want you to put down your roots here. We want a material engineer from Liberec to lead a research team in Görlitz. We want a graduate in environmental management from Zittau to design water-restoration projects in the Jizera Mountains and along the Neisse basin.
By bringing Liberec, Zittau, and Dresden together, we offer a real alternative to crowded mega-cities. Here, you find a unique balance: cutting-edge science on one hand, and clean nature, mountains right at your doorstep, safe communities, and affordable living on the other. Our universities must attract talent not just for a few semesters, but for a lifetime.

This demographic effort is directly connected to our third big mission: deep economic and industrial transformation. Our region is right at the centre of massive changes. The era of coal mining and coal combustion is coming to an inevitable end. At the same time, our traditional industries – textiles, glassmaking, but also machinery and automotive – which built the wealth of Liberec and Saxony, are going through the deepest changes since the industrial revolution.

Decarbonization, automation, artificial intelligence, semiconductors, and circular materials: To populists these changes are threats to fear. To us at universities, they are historic opportunities. Who else should show how to turn a former coal basin into a green innovation district, if not our universities? Who else will create revolutionary nanofiber membranes, lightweight composite materials for future transport, and advanced methods to clean industrial wastewater? Who else will design practical business models for the bio-economy and circular economy, so our local companies do not shut down, but grow and create high-quality, well-paid jobs?
The Technical University of Liberec brings world-class research in nanomaterials, robotics, mechatronics, and smart textiles. The Technical University of Dresden and IHI Zittau bring leading expertise in biodiversity, ecosystem services, biotechnology, and international management.
When we combine these strengths, we stand as the technological and scientific engine of Central Europe. The transformation of Euroregion Neisse is not a story of decline; it is a story of rebirth, and all of us in this hall are its authors. How do we turn this vision into reality? We must take three clear, practical steps.

1. Expanding Double Degree Programmes
Our existing partnership between the Faculty of Economics at TUL and IHI Zittau – especially in International Management – is a wonderful success story. Graduates do not simply walk away with a Czech inženýr diploma and a German Master of Science diploma. They gain something much more valuable: the ability to think, communicate, and work in two cultures, two languages, and two business systems. Now, we must expand this model into technical and natural sciences:
Into semiconductors, microelectronics, and sensor systems, connecting our expertise in applied physics, nanomaterials, and chip-level testing with the powerhouse of Silicon Saxony, training the specialists who will secure Europe’s technological sovereignty right here in our region.
Into environmental engineering and ecological restoration, combining Liberec's water-cleaning nanotechnologies with Zittau's ecological and biotechnological expertise.
Into smart manufacturing and advanced materials, linking mechanical engineering in Liberec with the research power of TU Dresden.
Into healthcare and social sciences, helping our healthcare networks deal with an aging population through digital cross-border care.

2. Joint Programmes under the European Degree Label
Our common goal should be taking full part in the European Union’s European Degree Label initiative. We want to create fully joint Master's and PhD programmes with shared cross-border accreditation. In these programmes, studying across the border for a semester will be a natural part of the curriculum, not a bureaucratic headache. Let’s show to Brussels, Prague, and Berlin that true European integration is built right here in our borderland lecture rooms.

3. Common Central European Campus in the ERN
Our long-term objective is a single, interconnected Central European Campus. A student at IHI Zittau should be able to use their student ID card to enter research labs or creative workshops in Liberec, eat at our canteen, and borrow books from our university library. Likewise, students and researchers from Liberec should feel completely at home in Zittau and Dresden. We should share specialized laboratory equipment, coordinate major investments, and apply together for major European grants under Horizon Europe.

To make sure this vision does not remain just on paper, we must also talk about investments. We are in the year 2026. Right now, discussions in Brussels and our national capitals are shaping the future European Union budget and Cohesion Policy for the period after 2028.
In the past, cross-border projects were mostly funded by smaller Interreg grants. They did great work, but small projects alone cannot drive full structural transformation. Our joint initiative must be to use Integrated Territorial Investments and establish a cross-border mechanism for the Euroregion Neisse in the 2028+ budget:
We must connect the urban agglomeration of Liberec–Jablonec with the Zittau–Görlitz–Dresden axis into one functional innovation region. The ITI tool after 2028 can help us fund major strategic projects that do not stop at national borders. It can help us build shared centres that bring research discoveries from Liberec and Zittau directly into regional businesses across Saxony, Bohemia, and Lower Silesia.
Integrated investments should fund people, not just infrastructure: joint scholarship programmes, affordable starter housing for young researchers, and grants for cross-border tech startups.
I encourage all the regional leaders, mayors, and government partners present today: let us prepare a shared Euroregion Neisse strategy for the EU 2028+ budget. If TUL, TU Dresden, and our local communities speak with one clear voice, I am sure Brussels will listen.

Dear students,
In closing, I want to speak directly to you, who are sitting here at the start of an exciting new chapter in your lives. You might be thinking to yourselves: "This rector is talking about geopolitics, extremism, demographics, and EU budgets... but I simply came here to study ecology, management, or engineering, pass my exams, and enjoy my student life."
And that is completely natural. Please, enjoy your student life to the fullest! Build lifelong friendships, enjoy long afternoons in cafés, and celebrate the joy of discovering and cultivating new ideas.
At the same time, never forget who you have become today. By joining our university community, you have taken on a share of responsibility for the world around you. You are the future backbone of our society. When you spend late nights studying, or when you feel tired in the laboratory after an experiment fails, remember that every passed exam, every finished project, every fact-checked piece of information, and every balanced judgment is your personal weapon against lies, populism, and apathy.
I ask just one thing of you: Never choose the easy path of comfort and silence. Care about the world around you. Take advantage of the wonderful gift of studying right here in the heart of this three-border region. Cross that river! Take the train and visit us in Liberec. Walk up to the Ještěd Mountain, explore our university labs, and enjoy a Czech meal. Learn at least fifty words in your neighbour’s language – you will see how people smile when you greet them in their mother tongue.
Do not lose hope when voices claim that Europe is weak or that the world is in decline. You are the ones who hold the knowledge, the tools, and the courage to make it better.

Dear Vice-Rector, dear Director, dear colleagues, guests, and friends,
The Technical University of Liberec is very proud of its close alliance with Technische Universität Dresden and with the Internationales Hochschulinstitut Zittau. We have some serious work ahead of us, but we also have an inspiring, shared vision that gives real meaning to our efforts.
I wish the Internationales Hochschulinstitut Zittau, Technische Universität Dresden, and our entire shared community a fruitful, brave, and inspiring academic year 2026/2027.
May the truth and freedom thrive in our lecture halls, may scientific curiosity shine bright in our laboratories, and may our cross-border friendship grow stronger with every lecture and every student.

Thank you very much for your attention!
Vielen Dank für Ihre Aufmerksamkeit!
Děkuji Vám za pozornost!
2
