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"Living heIl is not something that will be; 
there is one, the one that already exists 
here and now, the heIl we live in every 
day, that we form together. There are 
two means of avoiding the suffering it 
influcts. The first is easy for many: to 
accept the infemo and become so much a 
part ofit as no longer to see it. The second 
is dangerous and caIls for constant atten
tion and careful leaming: to seek and 
know how to recognize who and wha t, in 
the midst oí this hell, is not heIl and to 
make it last and give it space". 

Halo Calvino, The Invisible Cities 

Just over three years ago, at the first en
counter between rectors from Europe ami Latín 
America held in Buenos Aires in April 1987, a 
new type oí dialogue began among academic 
leaders on both continents. The aim was not to 
duplicate eHorts made in a wide range of fields 
-be it exchanges oí teachers, promoting student 
mobility or joint research- but to give univer
sity leaders an opportunity to discuss prob
lems inherent in running places of study with 
their coIleagues. Such a dialogue was to pave 
the way íor concrete action designed to im
prove university performance in areas viewed 
as critical and the training of managerial staff 
to help the rectors bring about su eh improve
ments. 

Institutional development, construed as a 
conscious process of creation that rnakes it pos-
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sible to choose and plan action-oriented goals 
and to oversee the most appropriate mecha
nisms for their attainment, thus beca me a cen
tral concem of Projecl Columbus even before it 
acquired itsname. The comerstone of coopera
tion was an exchange of experiences among 
coIleagues in order to compare, analyze and 
endeavour to resolve common problems, al
beit with different dimensions and implica
tions. The goal was to nurture existing possi
bilities through comparison with different 
situations. This concept of development was a 
potential innovation with respect to the most 
widespread international practises although it 
can be traced back to such c1assical sources as, 
for example, Wilhelm Meister's time of lea rn
ing. 

The prograrnme's success was based on 
two main premises. First, a firm belicf in the 
innovating potential of multilateral coopera
tion. Indeed,/duringthese threeyears, thecrea
tive tension betwecn the approaches devel
oped by Europeans and Latin Americans to 
similar problems has c1early been stimulated 
thanks preciscly to the great range oí experi
ene es encountered in each of the two regions. 
In sctting aside cultural supply or demand 
"monopolies", multilateral dialogue makes the 
framework of cooperation more flexible and 
opens up many more avenues. No less impor
tantly, multilateral dialogue also scrved as a 
cata Iyst in ;oint work among institutions on the 
same continent and sometimes in the same 
region or city. 
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The second pre-condition of effective dia
logue was a cornmitment by the institutions 
involved to coopera te in an open-door policy 
for a mínimum period of five years. (What 
ambitious plan in recent years has not counted 
on the magical attributes of 1992?) To be hon
est, it is necessary to say that there was no 
certainty of being able to continue. In Europe, 
the comprehensive representation and pres
tige of the CRE (440 member universities) en
sured active partidpation by European uni
versities. In Latin America, 41 universities in 
13 countries became involved in varying de
grees in activities under Project Columbus. 21 
of them. are fully-fledged programme mem
bers and the candidature of 12 other universi
ties is being considered. Many of them are 
leading universities in the region. The devd
opment of new forms of communication, par
ticularly the growing popularity of facsimile, 
contributed decisively to theconsolidation of a 
Europe-Latin America network of coopera
tion. 

11 

November 1989 marked the beginning of 
the second stage of Project Columbus. 1 Its mai n 
aims are to foster the development of stra tegies 
suited to the circumstances of member univer-

1. Activities during this phase were carried out Ihanks to 
substantial finandal supP9rt from Ihe Commissio" of the 
Europe¡zn Communities. 5ince ils incepnon, Project Columbus 
has also received continuous support from UNESCO, 
which finances partof Ihe programme' s coordina tion costs. 
The Jbero...Ameriam Coopera/ion lnstitule and the Comisión 
Nacional Quinto CentenQTio·de ESpalÜl, togelher with Por
tuguese govemmental insntutions, have likewise con
tributed to Ihe implementanon of programme activities. 
The Uni~d Nations oeooopmenl Progrumme(UNDP) and the 
In~r-AmeriClm DetJelopment Ba"k (JDB), initially ap
proached by UNESCO, have for their part expressed the 
possibility of supporting part of the Project Columbus ac
tivities in Ihe future. This support will be essential in 
setting up university sub-networks wilh shared priorities 
and strategies Ihat will seek to sol ve spedfic problems 
with Ihe help of European institutions and experts. 
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sities in the fields of academic planning and 
evaluation and cooperation with the produc
tive sector, and to train university manage
ment responsible for implementing such 
strategies. 

The second stage began with the first study. 
tour of Latin American rectors to European uni
versities.19 rectors and vice-rectors from Ar
gentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Mexico, Peru and Venezuela spent two weeks 
visiting six European universities in the Fed
eral Republic, the Netherlands, Belgium and 
the United Kingdom. During their visit, the 
Latin American participants had an opportu
nity to make a detailed study of specific solu
tions in the above-mentioned fields and to 
assess the effectiveness of the approaches de
veloped by European universities in terms of 
conditions and possibilities in Latin America. 
As a result of this tour, many participants 
decided todrawupconcreteplanstostrengthen 
strategic planning and evaluation in their uni
versities and to encourage the transfer of 
knowledge to the productive sector. 

The second activity during the current 
phase of the programme, and in a sense the 
counterpart of the foregoing, took place in 
March. A European expert mission comprising 
four renowned experts divided into two 
groups, accompanied by Latin American col
leagues, visited 20universities in Mexico, Costa 
Rica, Venezuela, Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina 
and Chile to gain a detailed understanding of 
activities entailing cooperation with the pro
d ucti ve sector in the region. This mi ssion made 
it possible to select a number of positive expe
riences, little known on the continent itself to 
identify criticaI problems hampering the de
velopment of cooperation with the productive 
sector with a view to inclusion as priority 
issues in the programmes of work, and to 
pinpoint potentia\1y favourable areas for pilot 
experiments. 

The third activity during this phase was 
the Caracas seminar on university-productive sec
tor cooperation held from 27 to 31 May. It was 
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attended by 60 Latin Americans, representing 
26 establishments of higher education in Ar
gentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru, Uruguay and 
Venezuela, and 15 Europeans, representing 
institutions in Belgium, Spain, France, Creat 
Britain, Holland, Italy, Portugal, Federal Re
public of Cermany and Switzerland. Thanks to 
the seminar, common problems were identi
fied and appropriate strategies and tools de
signed to resolve them. In addition to the con
crete plans of action drafted by the insti tu tions 
present, it was proposed that in the future, a 
co~siderable proportion of the programme's 
efforts be directed at organizing consortia of 
universities in both regions in order to jointly 
carry out pilot activities in areas given similar 
priority. 

What tangible results have becn obtained 
in this new stage of Project Columbus? Thanks 
to members' constancy, it has becn possible to 
develop a common language and compatible 
expectations. Member universities were thus 
able to reflect on their own specificity and 
place their own problems and strategies in a 
new perspective. This is true both in the fic1d of 
academic planning and evaluation and in rela
tion with the productive sector. 

III 

In the field of academic evaluation and 
planning, virtua11y a11 the universities taking 
part in the aboye activities intended to foster 
processes of academic planning and evalu
ation as a means of raising the standard of thcir 
graduates and keeping their prestigious im
age. They all encouraged an in-house debate to 
discuss and implement evaluation policies. In 
sorne cases, this process was institutionalized, 
for example at a political level, through the 
creation of a commission within the Board of 
GovernorsoruniversitySénate;atteacher.1eve1, 
by setting up academic bodies to discuss and 
implement methods of evaluation, and design 
appropriate tools; or at a technical level by 
creating Educational Advisory Services to start 
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up academic evaluation projects and strategic 
plans for the university in question. In a few 
cases, the objectives are broad: for example, to 
genera te a standard-making body for the 
teaching profession. In others, the aims sought 
are very specific: to retain more students in 
critical fields of study, or to enable professors . 
wi th grea t prestige bu t no practical possibili ties 
of fulfilling their responsibilities in a given 
chair to stand down for the sake of new gen
erations of teachers. 

Evaluation plans also cover research and 
administration. One university decided to hire 
an external evaluator to take a fresh look at 
plans and policies. 

Another equa11y important dimension of 
these changes was to inc1ude the educational 
authorities in the discussion on new evalu
ation strategies. The case of Chile is enlighten
ing in this respect. In August,a seminarwill be 
held with European experts who will be trav
elling to Chile for the Valparaiso workshop on 
academic evaluation in order to discuss the de
signing of new national academic evaluation 
policies with those responsible for higher 
education in Chile. 

IV 

In the field of cooperation with the pro
ductive sector, many universities began to 
discuss the benefits of cooperation and the 
most appropriate fora for achieving more flex
ible cooperation with the productive sector 
(creation of foundations, etc.), with the groups 
of teachers and researchers natura11y inter
ested (engineering,chemistry, physics, etc.). In 
analyzing their policies, sorne universities de
cided to encourage efforts in the field of con
tinuous education and vocational training, 
while othersdecided that thcir strategies should 
be based on increasing the number of applied 
research projects. Others, fina11y,areconvinced 
that it is the high standard of their basic re
search teams that will make themO attractive to 
thc productive sector. Ina11 thcsedevelopments, 



EDUCAOON SUPERIOR Y SOCIEDAD, VOL. 1 N° 2 (JUUo-DICIEMBRE 1990) 

it will be important to strenghten the 
university's own R&D managerial capacity. 

One of the universities involved drafted 
new statutes on relations between the úniver
sity and the productive sector, including rules 
goveming the attributes of scientific and aca
demic staff and greater flexibility in the pay
ment of fees for outside contracts. Other uni
versities are currently involved in a debate on 
the most suitable incentives and the way to 
extend the benefits of cooperation to other 
non-technical branches. 

No fewer than eight universities have de
cided to create promotion and development or 
transfer offices and have appointed full-time 
managerial staff to run them. Of the tasks first 
assigned to these new offices, drawing up an 
inventory of resources relevant in cooperation 
with the productive sector and reviewing 
marketing strategies in order to gain casier 
access to the recipients of transfers of know
how and services deserve special mention. In 
one instance, periodic meetings between uni
versity and business have becn institutional
ized. 

An interestingeffect worthy of comment is 
the repercussion of these initiatives on busi
ness circ1es, which in sorne caseshave opened 
up their publications to university opinion. 
Businessmen in Salta province, Argentina, 
decidcd together to crea te a priva te founda tion 
to fostercooperation with the university, which 
has a seat on its Board of Directors. 

External fundraising is a key motivation 
for universities. Sorne have begun to draw 
closer to industry by drafting external fun
draising programmes. In a few instances, the 
increase in transfer activities occurred more 
quickly than expected. The University of La 
Plata reported that it foresaw a 50% increase 
this year over last year; even more significant, 
it notes an increase in the technological com
plexityoftheproductsand services transferrcd. 

In general, the universities hope outside 
cooperation will revitalize university activi-
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ties, and in particular channel many research 
endeavours. The outside income obtained wilI 
make it possible to strengthen the budget of 
certain academic units and retain a larger 
number of professionals. 

An encouraging aspect of the effects oh
served, al though notobvious a t first, is tha t the 
prograrnme appears attractive to universities 
with very different characteristics: big and 
small, public and private, classical and techni
cal, metropolitan and provincial. Proof of the 
fact is the heterogeneous nature ofthe institu
tions representcd in Caracas. The results oh
tained in a short period of time and their inno
vative character augur weIl for the results of 
the four activities planned for the next few 
months.2 

v 
To pinpoint problems, develop strategies, 

oversee ways and means. Yet the conflict 
between our expectations and daily reality 
reminds us the Iimits of Zweckrationalitiit. 

Europe, no longer bound by scapegoat 
images and without the traditional, safe refer
ences to nation, race or class, is preparing to 
build its common house before having even 
e1ucidated its collec ti ve responsibility towards 
others, less privileged parts of the world. How 
broad, how high will community borders be? 

2. The activities planned are: Valparaiso workshop on 
academic planning and evaluation strategies to be held in 
the Calholic University of Valparaiso, 26-30 August; Costa 
Rica symposium on inlelleclual property, universily and 
industry in Latin America organized jointly with the World 
In/ellee/ual Proper/y OrganiZil/um (WIPO), to be hcld at Ihe 
Universityof Cosla Rica, 17-22 Seplember; second visit of 
Latin American rcctors lo European universities. In Ihe 
light of Ihe experience of Ihe first visit, it will be devoted lo 
a single theme, namely cooperation with the productive 
sector. Thevisil will comprise Portuguese,Spanish, French, 
Italian and Swiss universities; meeting on information 
systems for university management to be hcld at Ihe 
UNYSIS Training Cenlre in Sain-Paul-de-Vence, 14-16 
J anuary 1991. 
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In Latin America, an economiccrisis, rooted 
in the uncontrolled growth of international 
indebtedness and compounded by unequal 
flowsofinternational trade, affects theamount 
of public expenditureand private investment. 
From the vantage point of the late '80s, it is 
inevitable that the problems of twenty years 
ago look different. In the '60s, people spoke of 
the lack of economic integration on the conti
nent; now, one cannot but refer to the disinte
gration of production Iines. The total depend
ence of Latin American exports on raw materi
als used to be a source of concem; now, at least 
three countries in the region base their ccono
mies on drug trafficking. We tended to rcfer to 
the marginal status of the poorest sectors of the 
poi:mlation; today~ the existence of middle 
c1asses is being called into question. If the 
currentcircumstancescontinue, it is realistic to 
expect an even greater deterioration in Latin 
American societies. In that case, how much 
poverty, howmuch social violencecan the new 
Latin American democracies withstand? 

Unless Europe is prepa red in the long term 
to pay the price of sidestepping La tin America 
in the quest for global solutions, it would be 
mistaken lo view these Latin American prob
lems as totally alien. Today, gcographic dis-
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tances are more than ever before an iIIusion. 
The treescut in the Amazon or thecoca planted 
in Peruvian valleys have the same impact on 
E u rope' s fu tu re as religious persecu tion in India 
on the fate of the community of Leicester. That 
is, a considerable one. 

Like Halo Cal vino, we cansay there are 
two possible attitudes. "To seek and know 
howtorccognizewhoand what, in themidstof 
this hell, is not hell and to make it last and give 
it space" doesnot nccessarily imply a solitary 
adventure nor does i t conceal a useless gesture. 
In the Latin Americancontextdescribedabove, 
the conflict betwccn hopes and realities can 
foster the development of cri tical and pragmatic 
attitudes that are helpful in the quest for new 
prospects and solutions. As is the case in other 
ficlds of reality, the universities can also ben
efit from a new.experimental spirit. Thus, 
strengthening the institution, bolstering its 
ability to think for itself, endowing it with the 
means to achieve its own development, can 
help break the vicious circIe of scepticism and 
uncertainty. Our efforts can be instrumental in 
strengthening positive experienccs which in 
due coursc will bccome models for action on 
larger scale. This is our special way of jour
neying through hell. 


