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 THIERRY BARBE SPEACH 
 

 Honorable members of the Conference, dear Mr Habib Youssef, CCK 

General Director, I would like to thank ASREN for organising its annual 

conference amidst the COVID crisis. I would like also to thank the 

Tunisian NREN - CCK - for being our “virtual” host.  

 

 It is an honour for me to represent the European Commission. It would 

have been a pleasure to be in Tunisia for this annual event as it was 

initially foreseen. I’m glad nonetheless that the virtual format will 

nevertheless enable us to exchange experiences and ideas. 

 

 The theme that has been chosen for the conference this year (the “Power 

of e-Infrastructures - Shaping the Future of Online Research and 

Education”) is a clear indication that the COVID-19 pandemic has 

brought to the fore the critical role of digital infrastructures. It is also fair 

to say that e-infrastructures will play a central role in the way research 

and education will be delivered in the future. 

 

 The European Union has long been convinced that digital infrastructures 

are a prerequisite for many activities. They represent a strategic 

investment. 
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 That is why, through the AfricaConnect and EUMEDCONNECT 

projects, we support the Research and Education Networks in Africa and 

in Arab countries, including in North Africa. In Africa, by working with 

ASREN and its sister organisations, UbuntuNet Alliance and WACREN, 

we seek to enhance access of education and research institutions to 

secure, adequate and affordable network infrastructures and tools.  

 

 The beneficiaries are scientists, librarians, educators, and students. For 

instance we have seen the emergence of communities of practice in 

health, energy or environment, who get together and collaborate at global 

level to address global issues. 

 

 In this regard, the COVID-19 pandemic has been a true trial case. There 

is no doubt that the pandemic will have a severe and long-lasting socio-

economic impact. But, if you allow me, I would also like to bring in a 

touch of optimism and point at some of the more positive effects it has 

had. 

 

 First of all, we have witnessed how this pandemic has accelerated 

international scientific collaboration. The record speed at which vaccines 

are being developed is a direct effect of the researchers and scientists 

working more closely together. This has only been possible thanks to 

digital tools. 

 

 Faced with this global challenge, the scientific community has more 

quickly embraced the “open access” principle. Organisations have started 

sharing their research openly. Major scientific journals have made 

articles related to Covid-19 available to all, by dropping subscription 

fees. Undoubtedly, the sense of emergency prompted by the pandemic 

has helped. But there is something very inspiring about this willingness 

to work together. Wee shall strive to maintain in the post-COVID era. 
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 Similarly, we all know that education has been disrupted by the COVID-

19 outbreak. Schools and universities have closed. But the Tunisian 

example illustrates how digital tools have significantly helped to ensure 

the continuity of education.   

 CCK and the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research have 

taken several measures to support remote delivery of education, from 

setting up a videoconferencing tool to enable communication between 

students and teachers, to facilitating access to e-learning platforms or to 

work with telecom operators to give Tunisian students free 4G access. 

 

 In Tunisia, as in other Arab countries like Somalia, Morocco or 

elsewhere, the NRENs have therefore played a critical role in supporting 

the education community. 

 

 This is not to say that distance learning should be the norm and replace 

“normal” human interactions. But it is now clear that the post COVID-19 

scenarios will be a combination of distance learning and face-to-face 

classes and that this will only work if adequate e-infrastructures are in 

place. 

 

 To conclude, I would like to reassure you. We will not forget what we 

have learned this year. Back in 2019, the new European Commission 

decided to focus its work around 6 priorities, one of which being “the 

digital transition”. If anything, the COVID pandemic has comforted us in 

this direction. Looking forward, you will see the European Union 

engaging ever more strongly in these sectors.  

 

 With this, I would like to wish you fruitful discussions and I thank you 

for your attention.  


