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Introduction
I am deeply honoured by the invitation to present the position of the University of Padova, in this important international convention.  
The title of this convention is evocative for us because we lıke to thınk that ıt was a trader and explorer from our area, Marco Polo, who “opened” the silk road. 
The University of Padova was founded in 1222  and had already been in existence for half a century, when Marco, a boy of 17, his father and his uncle started their journey to China. In the following centuries many, trades, exchanges of art, culture, foods, spices have taken place along this road between the Venetian Republic and the neighbouring countries of the Adriatic and the East. 
Military confrontations also happened: Turkey was the most feared enemy, but also the most respected. With Turkey, however difficult the period, relations and trades were always maintained, people could circulate and exchanges continued even during the wars. Our region, as you see,  has been associated for a rather long period with the westen end of the silk road and the countries lining it. 
Now let me introduce our University as it is now: we have 65000 students of whom 12000 graduate each year. We have 2400 professors and researchers, 2300 technicians and administrative staff, 64 departments, 13 faculties, 1 honour school, 47 libraries, over 2 million books, 1 hospital, 1 veterinary hospital, 1 experimental farm.  Our budget for this year is 500 million euros, of which 30 million are spent for research. 
Ten years ago, at the Lisbon summit, the European heads of State agreed on the fundamental role of education and training for the growth of the European Union and set the goal to become, by the year 2010, the most competitive economy in the world, based on knowledge  and dynamic learning.
Today, after ten years, we must accept the obvious fact that most of these objectives have not yet been achieved all around Europe.

Italy has always been at the tail-end of Europe for investments in research and higher education, and the distance from the Lisbon objectives is greater than in other countries; furthermore, our leaders have not been able to set up a global policy except one that is based on budget cuts and underfunding of research and higher education.

However, even the European Commission had to reformulate its strategy after the recent global crisis. For this reason, a new document, the “Agenda 2010” has been issued.  Although it adopts a new philosophy, with greater attention to environmental and social issues, nevertheless it insists on strengthening research, education and innovation, as the main factors for sustainable growth and job creation.

We believe in this philosophy: research defines our identity and has done so for centuries. 

It should be the driving force of our action; all  types of research but especially basic research. Our National Research Plan is imbalanced in favour of industrial research, at the expense of  basic research. It is true that applied research can provide for a rapid return on capital investment, but it is just as true that, without free basic research, creativity and true innovation cannot be developed.
Despite the limited investments, Italy remains among the first places in Europe for the quality and quantity of the scientific publications. According to the Starting Grant 2009, one of the most coveted European Research Council grants, Italy is in first place for the number of researchers and female researchers rewarded. However, only half of the Italians rewarded will work in Italian research institutes, whereas the rest will carry out their work in foreign laboratories and facilities. 
We should ask ourselves why they do not have adequate opportunities in our country, given that they achieve important recognition at the international level, thus showing that they received good education and training in our universities. There are several reasons for this: the inadequacy of methods for selecting the best, the relative lack of structures for high level research,  or rather their dishomogeneous distribution in the country, the lack of career perspectives and the comparably low salaries.
I should now like to touch the topics proposed by the organizers: trends, developments, approaches and collaborations

1. Despite the difficult situation, we focus on research and on recruiting a younger staff

In order to address this problem, our University has decided to use a large proportion of our financial resources to increase the percentage of young staff and their quality, believing that this is the only way to rise the level of research and teaching.  So, at the University of Padova we chose to increase the number of research fellows, in comparison with  the other academic positions in the last years.
The heavy and unprecedented budget cuts have forced us to streamline the use of our resources and to be extremely careful. This may be seen as positive but it also makes the “mission” to compete at the international level hard or even impossible. This year, a further reduction of 5 million euros in the yearly funding of our University has forced us to make difficult choices: we have reduced our investments in buildings and their maintenance, but at the same time we have given priority and increased our investments in international activities and research.

In today s difficult economic and political situation we have decided that instead of complaining, our sole option is to adopt a positive attitude which I might exemplify by using a distinction, a dichotomy. The dichotomy is between what does not depend on our competence, control and actions and what, on the contrary, depends on ourselves and our will, and therefore may be possible and achievable. We decided to focus on this second option. I shall give you a few examples.
It is not by our choice that public investment for the University is so modest: 1,6 % of public spending which is half of the OECD average, so that we are in the last place in the classification of the 22 OECD countries.

But we take it as our duty to do all efforts to increase the flow of funds by signing joint research projects with our Region, with the business world and with bank foundations or to attract external funds for our doctorate schools or for research projects of high qualification. We have done it, for example, for a project on research on renewable energies, which puts together the abilities within our University and develop research which is important for our territory, if one considers that the photovoltaic production of the Veneto region amounts to 78 % of the national total production.

Another example? We are not allowed to choose and appoint excellent italian or foreign researchers to cover academic positions without following the cumbersome timing and procedures decided by the Ministry; we cannot  differentiate the salaries of our professors on the basis of their abilities and their success. However, we do all we can, as University, as Faculties and Degree Courses, to improve the quality of our teaching as much as possible, promoting the concept that its improvement should be  everyone’s goal. So, within the given rules, we try and choose  the best professors; so we have recently passed a rule which allows to appoint young researchers, Italian and foreign, for a shorter time, but greater flexibility, in order to attract the best young even from abroad. 
2. Promoting a culture of Evaluation

We believe in the importance of promoting a culture of Evaluation: so we have implemented  the Evaluation of all our Departments, with the participation of international referees.  We applied for and obtained the European Certification of some branches of the University: the Medical School, the Veterinary School,  as well as some laboratories, Institutes, etc. Although we started only recently, I see that the idea  of being evaluated has been accepted by our colleagues and that there are several instances  in which this is even actively requested.  It has been a major effort but a worthwhile one.  We have also set up an internet-based system enabling students to evaluate their courses in detail, which gives us important information on how our teaching is perceived and assessed. This feedback is extremely useful for teachers  and course directors. 
We have created an Evaluation Team of all the activities of our University. Part of this team is made of external experts, well known at the international level. In the near future we will create a Research Observatory, aimed at organizing and updating the data banks of our scientific production and proposing criteria and ways for evaluating our  research activities.
3. Collaborations and  joining forces at the local level 
Cooperation has always been an essential  part of University life but it is now also a necessity in order to promote high quality research,  to increase mobility and reduce costs.  Without better and wider collaborations, both at the national and at the international level  we believe that our University will not be able to grow.  
This is why, at the national level we feel that neighboring Universities should make an effort to abandon sterile competition and create networks or federations.  
Competition is healthy and naturally linked to the University’s autonomy but it is not really useful if it develops among institutions located in a territory of a few square kilometres. The Universities of the North-Eastern Italy are some of the best in the country and are very close together. Of course, Universities are not equal for what concerns their size, vocation, history, but each of them has some strong sectors. We therefore think that each of these Universities should work on its core identity and should abandon old corporative, futile, conflicts. We should then define the areas of excellence and specialization of each University in order to put together a unified, harmonized system of educational offers.  If we are successful in joining forces through a process of federation where we maximize our strong points and compensate our  weaker areas, then we could compete more efficiently on the international level. We may thus create a new cluster, which may be much stronger not only at the local level but also on the European scene.

As a matter of fact, in the last weeks, the Rectors of the Universities of Padova, Venice and Verona have agreed on a Statute of the Foundation of the Universities of the North-East. 
4. Internationalization 

Internationalisation enables different people to understand each other better and to become closer. This is a great antidote to divisions and preconceptions. This is in the humanistic tradition of European Universities and of the University of Padova and of Venice: for centuries we have been at the crossroads of European culture and the linking point between the Latin West and the Slavonic-Byzantine East. Our Region has been a melting pot of different cultures, languages, thoughts and ways of understanding sciences. This is still visible in the names, traditions and even foods of our area.
We want to work for a wider and more conscious opening to the international dimension, we believe that internationalization has to be one of our most important efforts and this will help us to project ourselves into the future. No matter how severe our economic problems, we have tripled the funding for these activities compared to last year. So we show with facts that we believe in it!. Internationalization is usually understood as the activities regarding the mobility of students and professors. Here we regularly rank at the top levels in Italy, with a total of 1500 exchange students under the Erasmus scheme, about 200 coming or going to extra European countries and some 2000 who are regular degree students in our courses. So we are not too dissatisfied with these numbers, although we wish to improve the attractivity of our University with more courses and examinations given in English, more double or joint degree courses, better services and housing. We also need to increase the percentage of our international teaching staff which is negligible at present, apart from the visiting professors. I should like to mention two other aspects: the first one concerns the need to include more of an international  and intercultural dimension within our curricula and the learning process. An inspiration for this comes from the successful Erasmus Mundus Programmes: a teaching methodology developed through a collaborative and strategic plan and integrated with programmes and contents at the International level.  
The second aspect is the increase in projects of international development, in cooperation with industrial and commercial enterprises. The cooperation already set up with external institutions such as the Chamber of Commerce and the Industrialists’ Association need to be strengthened and further developed. We have kept on investing resources and abilities in technological transfer, with the aim of promoting  the development of our territory. 

In the last years we registered and sold 89 families of patents (43 of which have been patented internationally), created 39 spin offs and the increased the number of cooperation contracts with several enterprises.
On the Academic side, we recently signed a series of new agreements with the Universities of Alicante, Tokyo, Osaka, with the Purdue University, Griffith University, the Venice International University, the Guangzhou University. 
With international cooperations we not only improve the quality of our research and  teaching, but also  can obtain funds from the European or extra-European  funding organizations. Last year we  obtained European funds for a total of 10 million, but this is clearly inadequate and we aim to triple them in the next 4 years.  
In the field of international collaborations we have great respect for and also great expectations from the Coimbra Group. As you know, this is a group of 38 ancient yet active European universities promoting cooperation and research through task forces, Rectors’ meetings and other activities. Here we have several representatives; next year in recognition to our participation, Padova will host the annual General Assembly of the Coimbra Group. Now of course we have great ınterest ın the newly formed ESRUC.
Apart from the European scene, we have several agreements, in all over 130: with Africa, the USA, Canada, Japan, China, Australia and South America.  In South America a significant proportion of the people in various countries are of Italian descent  and of these  many came from the Veneto Region, so there is a special interest in exchanges, joint courses, etc. An organization derived from the Coimbra Group is Coimbrazil, which is very active of course in Brazil and with which we cooperate with good results.
Another  form of international collaboration which is also very important for us is that with developing countries, where we offer teaching activities or exchange schemes with Africa and South America.
5. Students

For years, students have been treated by the University more as consumers and users rather than as our precious partners and stakeholders, the main reason for our existence, one could say. Through them we can look at the world, capture the signals of novelty and thus help us through renovation and innovation. We feel our duty to increase students mobility within international exchange programmes (Erasmus, Leonardo and Erasmus Mundus) in order to give them the opportunity to learn languages,  live and study abroad, establish contacts. We also want to increase the number of the foreign students enrolled in the degree courses of our University. 

It is especially towards students, but also their families and, at large, towards our country, that we University professors have a great ethical task, that is making them understand that education and  training are difficult, selective, they imply discipline and sacrifices, but this is the best investment for their future jobs and their life.

No matter what the television suggests to our young, improving ourselves, rising socially, being successful do not go together with being lazy, uneducated, uncommitted: there is a clear distinction between leisure time and work, culture and what is not culture. 

6. A final point
No matter the difficult times for the University and for our country, we are determined to convey,  inside and outside,  a message of seriousness and passion for the destiny of our public institution.
We have to compete in the international rankings with Academic institutions which provide funds which are five or ten times higher than ours, have many more researchers and maybe have only few Faculties on which they concentrate. 
In this view, we cannot be too dissatisfied with being ranked around 200-300 in the world by the Times HE, or 150-200 by the Shanghai index.

