Meeting of the CBSS Ministers of Education and Science, Riga September 2007
Hans Brask, Director of Baltic Development Forum:

“Top of Europe: Creating a centre of gravity for talents and educational excellence”
Ministers, Ladies and Gentlemen,
First of all, I would like to thank the Ministry of Education and Science of Latvia for inviting the BDF and thank the Latvian CBSS Presidency for convening this meeting. The last time that CBSS Ministers for Education met was in 2002. We find that today’s topics deserve more frequent attention.  
Allow me to present BDF’s view on your agenda. 

In facts, BDF has tried to promote a similar agenda, as today’s, through our BDF summits and through members and partners meetings - one was organised together with our regional partner, ScanBalt. Here, the message from top CEOs from industry, business, universities and the media was very clear: The knowledge-based economy is the future, and we need to invest heavily in education and science, if we want to remain competitive. Everywhere there is a large unmet demand for higher educated people, especially engineers. The situation is presently hampering economic growth. There is nothing new herein, perhaps. But the expressed urgency of the matter is interesting. And the fact that the region could provide answers to the challenges. BDF plans to continue to push for this agenda together with our strategic partners and members, including Sweden’s Vinnova, national ministries and high-tech companies as Novo Nordisk.
We believe that we should be pushing for a European and regional agenda that faces globalisation in a direct and offensive way. Time has come to identify new priorities for the region. The BDF Summit that will take place on 4-6 November in Tallinn will reflect this by introducing a global agenda. The over-all theme will be “Global Challenges – Regional Solutions, Creating a World-Class Area for Business and Talent”. At the summit will we have a session on universities. In other words, Mr. Chairman, we fully share your initiative.  

[With this new agenda, the nature of our regional co-operation will gradually be changing. It needs be more specific compared to earlier. It will have to focus more on micro-economic problems and opportunities, instead of macro-economic questions and political stability. It will need to involve sector ministries, business-people, and experts, and be bottom-up driven, based on economic realities. It should also aim at building coalitions inside EU decision-making procedures. In this regard, we hope that the ministers today will get a chance to discuss, how the region can play a positive role in relation to the European Institute of Technology.]  
A few words on the EU and the Baltic Sea region: The open method of co-ordination of the Lisbon-strategy is the main instrument for bringing research, development and education to a higher level. In our view, regional co-operation can especially give added value, when it comes to exchange of best practice and experience. We – in the Baltic Sea Region – ought to be closer and more honest in our peer review and in our exchange of views, than is often seen on a European level. 
When looking at recent political initiatives in our region, we believe that there are new and exciting developments that deserve to be shared closely. Let me mention some of them: 
Denmark and Finland have elaborated comprehensive globalisation strategies that try to create closer links between university structures, research, innovation, competitiveness and entrepreneurship. Sweden is in the process of doing something similar. Denmark has made unprecedented university reforms and introduced university boards based on external representation, including business. Furthermore, reorganisations and mergers have been implemented, and the competition for additional state funding of universities has also been introduced. 
Sweden is presently discussing the possibility of creating fewer and more powerful universities that can provide a centre of gravity for talent and world class research. Germany has already established a few “spitzen universitäten”. 

On the Southern and Eastern coasts of the region, science and technology parks are being introduced, since the days where cheap labour costs were the main driving force for economic development are long gone. Indian companies are now making investments in Northern Poland, because high-class IT-engineers are educated in the Gdansk-area. All countries are now faced with the same economic challenge to promote a knowledge-driven economy and to attract and retain talents in our region.
This general picture is also supported by the regional economic analysis that BDF has initiated. In the State of the Region Report one conclusion is that the Baltic Sea region up till now has had tail-wind as regards globalisation. This situation is, however, changing and underlying weaknesses of the region’s economy are gradually being exposed. The low-hanging fruits have – so to speak – been picked. The level of FDI in the region has been quite low over the last years. Now a more difficult process is beginning.

We welcome, therefore, that the CBSS Foreign Ministers decided in Malmö to elaborate a new strategy for the Region. In our view, this strategy ought to have a strong paragraph on universities, research and innovation. Ideally, the strategy ought to be a regional globalisation strategy, focusing not only on universities, research and innovation but also on barriers to competition, mobility of talented people and on energy and climate change. We hope that the meeting of Heads of State and Government of the region will deliver support hereto, when they meet next year in Riga. 
We have the basic structures and some tradition for cross border co-operation in education. EuroFaculty is a very good example hereof. We have also examples of establishment of higher education subsidiaries in the region. Stockholm business school here in Riga is an example. At the same time, the regional structures need to be reinvigorated or strengthened. 
In our mind, we should discuss best practice in university management, financing, network co-operation and possibly university alliances, the joint attraction of foreign students, how to create more Phd-positions, freer movement of researchers and scientists, benchmarking etc. Why does the Conference of Baltic Sea Rectors not take up these subjects? 
The region covers more than 300 universities but most of them are too small to match global competition, and few of them have the critical mass to deliver world-class in research and education. International benchmarking of universities is an illustration of this fact. The mutual benefits from pooling resources and expertise should be obvious. This issue also needs to be addressed.  
[The region has been very efficient in working towards a unified and integrated region after the fall of the Berlin wall. Now we need to show that we can also address the challenges of globalisation.] 

Our starting point is still strong with exceptionally high growth rates. The few countries that live up to the EU’s Barcelona target on 3% of GDP on R&D are placed in the region. Strong clusters are present. They deliver unique value in many fields. Without trying to pick the winner of tomorrow, more could be done to promote cluster developments. In general, the region has a very good brand, when it comes to skills and innovation. It should be exploited with a view to attracting foreign investments and foreign students.
Finally, the region is also strong in addressing the climate agenda, since the best and most modern, green technologies are present in the region. When it comes to sustainable development and climate change, we have obvious chances of exchanging best practices and intelligent solutions. Energy and climate change will be one of the areas that the European Institute of Technology will focus on. We need to ensure that the region makes the most of this possibility and jointly present proposals to take active part in this process. 
Mr. Chairman, BDF is ready to work together with the Latvian CBSS Presidency in promoting our common agenda. We are also willing to elaborating more concrete proposals on how our co-operation could be organised and promoted in the future.
Thank you for the attention. 
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