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Madam Minister, dear Ms Olschowski, 
Dear Ms Skentelbery, 
Dear Mr Ehler, 
Dear Leibniz colleagues, 

“Investing in research and innovation is investing in Europe’s future. It helps us to  
compete globally and preserve our unique social model.”1 

This sentence appears on the European Union's main page on research and innovation – 
and it`s easy to overlook it because it sounds so self-evident. 

But it is not. It describes a thesis that has yet to be proven – just as every scientific  
hypothesis must stand the test of practical implementation. Europe can only endure  
if it conducts research, develops, tests and uses the ensuing results to create sus-
tainable value. 

This proof cannot be found in Brussels. It needs to be ascertained in laboratories, in 
observatories or greenhouses, in libraries and conference centres, excavation sites or 
data centres – in the habitat occupied by Leibniz institutes. 

I would like to illustrate this with concrete examples: Let us take a look at Baden-
Württemberg, in whose wonderful representation we are privileged to be guests of 
today. This Land provides two examples that together demonstrate what the Leibniz 
claim theoria cum praxi means. 

In the Black Forest, the Leibniz Association operates the Oberwolfach Research Insti-
tute for Mathematics. It is a place without students, without teaching operations, 
without immediate pressure to apply what is learnt – and precisely for this reason one 
of the world's most important mathematical centres. Week after week, researchers from 
dozens of countries come together there to work on questions whose practical value 
often only becomes apparent years later. 

 
1 https://european-union.europa.eu/priorities-and-actions/actions-topic/research-and-innova-
tion_en 
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Encryption methods that today secure every European data transmission. Algorithms 
that now underpin every AI system. No one developed them in Oberwolfach for this pur-
pose – they emerged from pure mathematical curiosity. That is theoria: open funda-
mental research, whose value only becomes apparent in retrospect, but which could 
not emerge without international exchange. 

Ninety kilometres further on, in Mannheim, lies the Leibniz Centre for European Eco-
nomic Research – ZEW. For the ZEW, deriving policy advice from scientific analysis is at 
the very heart of its work: analyses of the competitiveness of European enterprises, 
evaluations of EU funding programmes, assessments that flow directly into debates in 
Brussels – for instance, when the question arises of how Europe can keep pace with 
the USA and China in the global innovation competition. That is theoria cum praxi: 
research that provides policymakers with immediate options for action. 

Between these great Leibniz institutes lies only a few kilometres of Rhine plain and 
Black Forest – and similarly to this, it is the concomitance and the proximity of theory 
and practice that characterises the Leibniz Association as a whole. 

And both institutes derive their full impact from their outreach to Europe and beyond. 
Oberwolfach thrives on its international openness, from guest researchers from all over 
the world, from collaborations made possible also by European mobility programmes. 
And the expertise from Mannheim often exerts its full impact if it reaches the right 
place in Brussels at the right time. 

This is exactly the ambition with which the Leibniz Association had established its 
Europe office here in Brussels. It is expected to ensure that mathematical fundamental 
research from the Black Forest and economic policy expertise from Mannheim do not 
get stuck at the German border, but reach the very place where Europe decides its 
future. 

Without this European embedding, Oberwolfach and Mannheim would remain excellent, 
but isolated places. With it, two strengths from Baden-Württemberg become European 
competitive advantages – in the competition with USA and Asia which is growing ever 
more intense. 

This is why we are not celebrating an administrative anniversary today, but twenty  
years of our effort to bridge the gap between research and policy making, and between 
Baden-Württemberg, Germany, and Europe. 

When the Leibniz Association opened this office twenty years ago, the European Union 
operated in a different political and geopolitical climate. The years following the 2004 
enlargement were still characterized by a strong belief in integration, openness and the 
promise of a larger, ever more united Europe. European cooperation was widely associ-
ated with democratic consolidation and multilateralism. 
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Today, the picture has changed significantly. Openness remains a core concern of 
Europe. But now it is discussed much more explicitly in the context of vulnerability, 
dependency and strategic capacity to act. And this has deep consequences – also for 
science and research. 

Science is no longer regarded solely as a driver of progress. It is increasingly understood 
as the foundation of Europe's capacity to act. This is a fundamentally different ex-
pectation – and it presents new possibilities and new responsibilities for the Leibniz 
Association. Research and innovation are now understood more clearly than ever be-
fore to be at the very centre of Europe's future. 

Brussels has therefore long since moved beyond merely negotiating funding amounts. 
Brussels is shaping the conditions under which research, technology and social change 
are possible in the first place. This is why the Leibniz Association needs to raise its 
voice perceptibly in this arena. 

And we have a lot to say: Europe does not only have to strive for competitiveness, but 
also for technological and economic sovereignty. Among the key conditions for success 
are openness, balanced by prudence, an ample reservoir of skilled workers, and broad 
social acceptance for venturing into yet unknown territory. The Leibniz Association 
contributes to the complex task pursuing these multifaceted objectives by connecting 
what would otherwise remain separate: disciplines, perspectives, science and applica-
tion, mathematical depth and science-based policy practice. 

We also have a clear vision of our role: Science advises; it does not decide. We provide 
knowledge, clarify options, identify conflicts of objectives – and elected politicians have 
the mandate to take the decisions. And despite our desire to provide a solid basis for 
these decisions, we will always remain transparent about our methods, their limitations 
and the provisional nature of scientific results. Clearly, European citizens will only ac-
cept policy decisions which they understand – explaining their scientific basis is among 
our dearest tasks. 

We are currently refining our profile – as part of an ongoing strategic process, focussing 
on carving out the major societal challenges that our work is addressing. We are confi-
dent that this process will make more transparent, both nationally and internationally, 
how the multidisciplinary form in which our institutes work together across the entire 
innovation pathway – from fundamental research to application – makes the Leibniz 
Association an indispensable asset for policy makers, business companies and citizens 
alike. 

Engagement at the European level will remain central to this ambition. The German 
High-Tech Agenda, with its six designated key technologies, is a fruitful anchor for 
structuring research and innovation policy. Much of our work is directly associated with 
contributing to research and transfer regarding these key technologies. But we will also 
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be providing analyses and policy options for lifting this endeavour to the European level, 
together with potent European partner institutions.  

So today we are not only celebrating twenty years of an office. We are renewing our 
pledge to connect the Leibniz Association with Europe, opening doors and building con-
tacts at the place where decisions are made – in the Commission, in Parliament, in 
European networks. Today’s challenges are calling for scientific depth, multidisciplinary 
perspectives and practical guidance: The Leibniz Association is set to answer this call. 

In closing, I express my heartfelt thanks: to all the staff members who have built and 
sustained this bridge between Berlin and Brussels, especially to Claudia Labisch who 
has shaped these operations for many years, and to our European partners – in institu-
tions, science and business – who have collaborated with us openly and with confi-
dence. 

And my thanks are due this evening, of course, to the Baden-Württemberg State Repre-
sentation, for providing us with this setting – and in doing so demonstrating how 
closely Land, federal government and Europe are integrated into our work. 


