
The central point of the round table is dramatically up-to-date and 
compels the academic world to face its unavoidable responsibilities. 
 
 A few weeks ago I received an e-mail message from a young 
professor in Computer Science at the University of Aleppo in Syria. 
I had met him during the works for a project that I am going to 
describe shortly afterward.  
 At the end of the message he asked me to grant his request of 
not forgetting them. 
 I told myself:  we will not forget them, but as individuals, as 
national agencies, as Europe what can we really do for them? 
 
 In our days weapons, wars, intolerance, hatred prevail with 
their horrors. The surviving of each individual and of civilization itself 
have become a primary worry.  
 
 Today we are not facing a war of religions or a war between 
Western and Arabian countries, but a fight between civil society 
(with all of its faults) and barbarism (with all of its horrors). 
 
 The total contempt of man and his history (the heart of culture) 
together with the impossibility of any form of communication cause 
heavy feelings of total inability in those who find their only weapons 
in knowledge, reason and mutual understanding among peoples, 
religions and cultural worlds. 
 
 Sad to say, universities, which are the highest expression of 
culture and civilization and could have a key role, have no power at 
all where weapons and terrorism rule. 
 
 I think of my friends at the universities of Aleppo and 
Damascus with such a deep sadness, realizing that we cannot do 
practically anything to help them in their present despair and to give 
them some hope. 
 
 If it is true that in the areas ravaged by war Academies can do 
very little by means of an organized action, on the contrary in the 
areas where dialogue and cooperation are still accepted, a lot can 
and must be done to reinforce freedom and intercultural learning.  



 I was really struck by the keen observations heard today that 
are extremely interesting and challenging. 
 
 There is also a meaningful Italian experience of academic 
cooperation that I wish to speak about as a personal contribution. It 
involved non only institutions but also university faculties and 
administrative staff of the main Middle Eastern and Maghreb 
countries.  
And it is still partially keeping on after almost ten years of activity.  
 
 The focal role that the South European countries can play in 
the relationship with the Arabian world was perceived with clear-
sightedness by the French senator Pierre Paul Lafitte, one of the 
creators of the technological park Sophia Antipolis, near Antibes. In 
the 90's he promoted the project “La route des hautes 
technologies”, where he focused the line from Barcelona through 
Nice and Milano all the way to Zagreb as a hinge for the dialogue 
between the North of the European Union and the South of the 
Mediterranean. 
 
 Although Lafitte's goal was mainly focused on political and 
economic interests, following his ideas in Italy a project was created 
involving the world of universities, this time focusing on cultural and 
scientific interests, and on educational aspects. 
 
 It was a clear strategy of more care towards the Mediterranean 
Sea. 
 Therefore a net was built among the best technical universities 
in the extra-European Mediterranean, through general agreements.  
It embraced almost all the non European Union countries of the 
region. 
 
 The wide project Mediterranean Network of Universities inside 
the European program Euro-Mediterranean Information Society was 
based on that net.  
 Its objective was the creation of a Euro-Mediterranean 
Distance University both for university learning and professional 
education. 
 Its challenge was the necessity of harmonizing the 



educational systems and creating a common technological platform 
to carry out methods of distance teaching and learning. 
 
In the first decade of  2000, when the project operated, the very 
young Italian agency Uni-Italia was not yet working. A Consortium  
of the most important Italian universities, the Consortium Nettuno, 
was the coordinator of the project. 
 
 From the first start the final goal was clear:  the creation of a 
bachelor degree course in Information Communication Technology, 
recognized by the different countries.  

 It would be broadcast by satellite (Eutelsat was one of the 
partners), considering the highly limited use of Internet in those 
countries except in the big cities.  

 The courses had teachers coming from all the different 
institutions (just a few of them were European) and were recorded 
in English, French and Arabian. At the same time measures were 
taken to furnish every country with a Technological Centre for the 
production of new didactic material and with Technological Poles 
where to use those materials.  

 In order to create a Mediterranean degree in Engineering that 
could cope with the European university structure set out in 
Bologna, it was absolutely necessary to reach a deep mutual 
knowledge of the different university systems. A most challenging 
task: the educational structure of Engineering courses was very 
different in the countries involved, going from the French model in 
Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco to the USA model in Jordan. 

 It was not so difficult to specify common basis in Maths and 
Physics. On the contrary some problems arose for the specific 
degree courses that had to be harmonized with the ones in the 
different countries.  

 It was often necessary to arrive at a compromise accepted by 
each partner. 

 At the beginning every partner was on guard and did not want 
to lose a bit of its peculiarities.  

 But soon enough we all started to discover the importance of 
working together without prejudices and with deep mutual respect, 



working on practical problems, on the choice of teachers from the 
different partners, on the ways of training technicians for the future 
production centres. Europe was not perceived as a colonizing entity.  

 At last that challenging and difficult  project was successfully 
built up.  A complete bachelor degree course was created and 
recorded in the three languages.  

 I want to point out that the field involved was not the 
humanistic one, where cooperation could be seen more often, but 
the engineering one and specifically a field where “the future” was 
easily seen also by non European partners: the area of Information 
Technologies. 

 That amazing and unusual spirit of cooperation gave birth to 
meetings, lectures, European Union projects and here and there 
even to double degree courses

1
. 

 I showed a positive example of a different way of 
communication coming from the European Union to its neighbours: 
it is not the detestable rich and developed body looking for cheap 
labour, claiming to be a keeper of the only possible project of 
civilization, but it is a neighbour that wants to start real cooperation 
to build up the future together with all its neighbours. 

 Therefore I firmly believe that the European national agencies 
and private operators or foundations for internationalization, one by 
one but even better together and with the European Commission 
support, should have the task to offer opportunities of working 
together in learning and researching activities and to enhance 
bilateral academic cooperation. In other words one should create 
situations where dialogue and common growth can develop the 
world of knowing and knowing how, essential conditions for more 
stable societies.  
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 Particularly, an Italian  Workshop on “Nanomaterials and Nanotechnologies”, held 

in Torino in 2009, involved many researchers from ten Egyptian universities. The 
idea of creating an Italian-Egyptian University was born in 2008 at an inter-
governmental initiative. Its realization was stopped by the turmoil of the Arabian 
Spring, but in these days it is going to be reopened. 


