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(Title: We need to train generalists to work in the energy sector)
Ladies and gentlemen,

Let me begin by declaring my lack of credentials straightaway: I’m a layman. Although I am chairman  of the Supervisory Board of the Hanze University of Applied Sciences in Groningen, I am not in a position to claim that I am an expert in the subject discussed here today. So what am I doing here, you may be asking yourselves? The answer is simple: I’m here because I have a lot of experience in a sector which is particularly reliant on scientific knowledge and technological innovation: namely, the energy sector. And because I therefore know a lot about the knowledge and skills that graduates from universities and colleges of further education require to enter this sector. You’ve no doubt already begun to see what I’m getting at: I believe that the education sector should primarily be led by labour market development. That certainly applies to the energy sector. And in my view, it applies to most other sectors too.

However, my last remark contains a paradox, namely that knowledge is outdating ever more quickly. Think of the computer experts who graduated from school or university 25 years ago. How genuinely useful is the specific knowledge they used to obtain their qualifications back in 1986? Not very, I fear. The world of computers and computer programmers has undergone such rapid changes since then, that even the most seasoned specialists barely know where they are anymore. This phenomenon is affecting almost all professions. 

And that won’t change. The top 10 in-demand jobs in 2010 did not exist in 2004. We are currently preparing students for jobs  that don’t yet exist. For using technologies that haven’t been invented. In order to solve problems  we don’t even know are problems yet.
In short, students graduating these days are already aware that much of what they have learned will become obsolete during their professional lives. All being well, they’ll take it in their stride. After all, we’re living in exponential times. The world is changing and innovating at an increasingly rapid rate. Anyone who is unwilling to change and innovate along with it has no future. Most young people know this all too well.

There is no reason to suppose that this acceleration of history won’t continue. And it will make specific demands on the quality and flexibility of education. The emphasis should lie on the analytical skills and broad attainments of new graduates. This will be good for the companies and organisations that employ them. But it will also be beneficial for the ex-students themselves, who in most cases won’t be able to count on a job for life anymore, but will usually start with a series of temporary contracts and spend their entire careers ‘hopping’ from one post or contract to the next. 

What is more, education doesn’t end when you leave school or college. Ongoing education, life long learning, is the key to a successful career. Everyone who works has to keep on refreshing their knowledge and skills, or risk becoming redundant. As I said before, knowledge is outdating at lightning speed.

But is that so very bad? Not at all. Most of the knowledge that’s taught in higher education can provide an excellent foundation for further study and for the acquisition of new skills. But this requires something, and that ‘something’ has to do with the mandate that’s given to universities and colleges of further education and the substance of what is taught there.

Ladies and gentlemen,

Do you, like me, find it odd that universities are still largely organised along traditional, centuries-old lines? Young people are still studying single subjects such as law, literature, mathematics and science, economics, medicine, psychology and so on. These subjects are essentially inward-looking and self-referential. What is being studied may be tangible, but the main aim of these courses is to acquire knowledge or conduct research. This knowledge or research can subsequently be used to address social questions, but that is not their primary purpose. Science, as any pure scientist will tell you, should be free of any specific value. Without wanting to undermine the importance of fundamental research, I nevertheless maintain that in general this is no longer a meaningful approach. Universities know that. Education in general and higher education in particular has refocused itself and continues to do so. Universities and colleges of higher education opt more often for a multidisciplinary approach. More courses should be aimed mainly at resolving social problems such as securing the supply of food, water and energy and protecting the environment. These are the great issues all societies of the 21st century face. To achieve this, students will simultaneously need to study economics, technology, natural science, maths, law, biology and so on. Each of these subjects is simply a means to an end; nothing more and nothing less.

Ladies and gentlemen,

There are a number of striking examples of how a university which is geared to social reality can make the difference. Last week I came across a small magazine article on gastronomy, a subject you appear to be able to graduate in from a number of American universities. I’m not making this up; gastronomy is a serious subject in which biologists, historians, sociologists, anthropologists, agronomists, economists and academics representing many other disciplines are involved. Now this may be a little bit over the top. Customer orientation should never be the only objective of higher education. Being critical toward social developments remains necessary. But there are several other, perfect examples of what I mean. Take the agricultural college at Wageningen. For decades now, the researchers and students at this educational establishment have been working to improve food supply in both qualitative and quantitative terms. Initially, the aim was to boost the efficiency of farming production, at home and abroad. But in recent years the university has partly switched its attention to resolving global food supply issues. In this context, Wageningen rightfully likes to profile itself as a kind of Food Valley similar to Silicon Valley in California – which of course is another example of a successful application of science for economic and social goals.

Here in the northern Netherlands, we have decided to focus on another social and economic key area, namely energy. We’ve therefore called ourselves Energy Valley. Groningen is well-known for its natural gas reserves, but more recently there have been substantial investments in other activities within the energy sector in this region. In the not too distant future, over a third of our domestic electricity will be generated in this province. We therefore rightfully claim that this part of northwest Europe is the Energy Valley. There is consequently no better location in this country for multidisciplinary energy studies. The University of Groningen and Hanze University of Applied Sciences in Groningen therefore want to come together here with other educational establishments and stakeholders to open an Energy Academy, where students can start by qualifying for a Bachelor Degree in Energy. As ambassador of this educational establishment, I am delighted that the Dutch government is supporting this initiative. In doing so, it is not only assisting the development of this region but is also signalling that it recognises the importance and usefulness of a multidisciplinary education. We need multidisciplinary energy specialists who can tackle the energy question from a broad knowledge base and build further on their expertise after completing their studies. I have argued many times that the energy supply is one of the biggest challenges facing us in the coming decades. Much of the technology, systems and policy measures we will need to meet that challenge haven’t been developed yet. It will require a broad, structured approach by highly trained people who understand and continue to monitor how all the relevant disciplines relate to each other. That approach should begin in secondary schools with the study of energy as a subject, and should be continued at higher educational level by making energy a specific university or college discipline.

Ladies and gentlemen, I am coming to the end of my speech. I’m returning briefly to gastronomy to make my point once again. Try to imagine being served dinner prepared by a group of different chefs, all of whom have only been taught how to make one dish. One makes tomato soup, another prepares a different soup, a third makes a meat dish, another cooks fish, one does spaghetti and the last prepares a pizza. They skip dessert because none of them has been taught how to make it. Is this meal likely to be a culinary high point in your life, do you think? 

Fortunately, chefs are a given a broad-based training, after which they develop their own ‘touch’. And that’s how it should be in the energy sector, with a dedicated broadly-based Energy Academy, here in the heart of the Energy Valley.

Thank you for your attention.
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