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Minister,

Dear policymakers,

Dear colleagues from the sector and from policy working on cooperation with the Global
South,

Dear supporters,

First of all, thank you to our minister, of whom we know and feel that he has a strong
commitment to our sector—something that was once again evident in his speech earlier
today. Of course, we cannot deny that the budget cuts are hitting our sector very hard, but
the minister is also aware of that.

Naturally, thanks as well to the keynote speakers, panel members, and moderators. | am
convinced that today you have provided the much-needed inspiration to those present.

Thanks also to the many experts, development workers, and volunteers who, every day,
dedicate themselves with passion and commitment to a more solidaristic world. You are
what makes this sector so rich.

And as a side note: all contributions and reports from today will be shared on the Forward
Fest website, so everyone can revisit them in more detail afterwards, and those who could
not attend can still be part of it in some way.

Your contributions came at a particularly significant moment—perhaps even a turning point.
Today, we are not merely living through a transition, but through a real rupture. The
challenges are great—not only for cooperation with the Global South, and not only for our
partners in the Global South. The very idea of a shared world grounded in global solidarity is,
unfortunately, under pressure.

Democratic space, freedom of thought, the place of science, equal partnership, international
law—these are values that are no longer self-evident. This was strongly lamented by several
speakers today, and | share that deep concern.

And yet, these are precisely the values that bring us together here: international solidarity,
sustainable development, human dignity, the rule of law, freedom of thought and expression,
and the belief that people must have both the power and the opportunity—and must seize
that opportunity—to help shape their own future.

As Vice-Rector of Ghent University and current Chair of VLIR-UOS, you will understand that
| consider the role of knowledge and science to be essential in this. That is also the
contribution that VLIR-UOS has aimed to make for nearly thirty years, in partnership with
Belgian development policy and together with all Belgian universities and university colleges.
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At VLIR-UQOS, we strongly believe in collaboration: between academic actors, but also with
NGOs, companies, governments, and public institutions such as Enabel. Precisely by
working together, we can direct science toward socially urgent and relevant challenges, and
translate it into sustainable solutions with real impact.

Science is not an ivory tower—science is a foundation. We build bridges between thinkers
and doers. Together, we are stronger.

Let me give two concrete examples:

e Together with the Belgian NGO Rikolto, we are strengthening food systems in 18
countries by enabling Flemish and international students at Ghent University, as part
of their education, to work on real urban challenges through urban food labs. This
collaboration builds a bridge between science and practice and helps train a new
generation of changemakers who are working worldwide toward a healthy and
sustainable future—for both the Global South and the Global North.

e Together with Enabel and other European partners, in the coming years we are
working on strengthening the capacity and innovation power of African universities,
among other things through their integration into European research networks. In this
way, we aim to empower them to secure their own funding and to use education and
research to address local challenges—thereby creating societal impact and making a
sustainable difference in local communities.

Today, something struck me again—something that often remains invisible, yet
characterizes our sector: the ability to keep finding new openings where doors seem to be
closing. Again and again. In partnership, in collaboration, and in trust.

That is not a detail—that is the core of what we do. Even if geopolitics is on steroids, our
“solidarity on fire” (the theme of this Forward Fest) remains strong.

Our partnerships create more than projects. They build sustainable relationships, resilient
networks, trust across borders, and a form of multilateralism that the world needs now more
than ever. As Els said this morning in her welcome address:

“International solidarity does not belong at the margins of the debate. It belongs at its
center.”

It is therefore extremely important that we continue to communicate clearly about the impact
we achieve together—not only within our own circles, but especially beyond them. And that
is a call to action for each of you. Visibility matters—especially in a time when you hardly
count if you are not present on social or other media.

But this goes further. We must show that positive change in the Global South is not a distant
story. What happens there affects our own society as well. Think of climate, health, or
stability (as the minister rightly mentioned): global challenges require shared solutions—and
those have a concrete impact here in Belgium too.
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Developing knowledge is the foundation; sharing knowledge is the strength. It is no
coincidence that the baseline of VLIR-UOS is:
“Sharing minds — Changing lives.”

Networks make impact possible. And that is precisely why we need each other—also across
sectors. The strength of a society also lies in its civil society, as Els said this morning.

So let us build even broader alliances, with partners here and with partners in the Global
South. Let us continue to seek what connects us and identify shared interests. Because in
today’s world, collaboration is no longer an option—it is a necessity.

Let us therefore continue to build local and global networks and equal partnerships,
grounded in shared values and sustained by trust—with courage, with conviction, but also
with concrete actions. And finally, let us continue to communicate clearly about the impact
we achieve together.

Once again, thank you for all your contributions.

I look forward to continuing the conversation shortly at the networking reception.



