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Thank you very much, mazel tov,
President Chamovitz,

Professor Hames,

Professor Pardo,

Professor Mizrahi,

Excellencies,

Dear faculty,

Dear students,

Shalom,

| feel honoured and humbled by this recognition. The fact that the honorary doctorate
comes from this prestigious institution, the Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, has a very
special meaning for me. This is not only because the list of your doctors honoris causa is
truly impressive — from Simone Veil, as we have seen, to Yitzhak Rabin. There is also a
more personal reason for me. | am a European woman of German nationality. And not
longer than 80 years ago, millions of Jewish people were murdered by Germans, in the
greatest crime of all human history. We, in Germany, take historical and enduring
responsibility for this inhuman disruption of civilisation. It is an indelible stain on my
country's conscience, which we must never and will never forget. So it seems like a
miracle that a German like me is welcomed and honoured here, in the State of Israel, as a
friend among friends, only a few generations after the Shoah.



But it is no miracle. My being here is the consequence of a choice made by the State of
Israel, and by one man above all: The great David Ben-Gurion. It was he who took the
first, historic step towards reconciliation with the Germans. He believed that the best way
to honour the victim's memory was to build a better future. It is also to the credit of David
Ben-Gurion that my country looked the victims of our crimes in the eyes for the first time.
The young German democracy grew stronger because of its developing friendship with
the new State of Israel. We faced our guilt and our responsibility. And all this while the
European project was taking its first steps. The very reason why the European Union was
founded lies in two simple words: Never again. A new generation of Germans was raised
with that premise, including myself. | can say, without reservation, that | would not be here
today if it was not for David Ben-Gurion.

As long as | can think, | was convinced of two very simple facts. First, there is no Europe
without European Jews. And second, Europe and Israel are bound to be friends and allies.
Because the history of Europe is the history of the Jewish people. Europe is Simone Veil
and Hannah Arendt. Europe is Mahler and Kafka, and Freud. Europe is the values of the
Talmud, the Jewish sense of personal responsibility, of justice and of solidarity.

Today, almost 80 years after the Shoah, Jewish life in Europe is thriving again. Countries
like Portugal and Austria are rediscovering their Jewish heritage. | see it in Brussels, too.
As the little film showed: Just a few months ago, | had the honour to light the Chanukah
Menorah in the heart of the European quarter. What an experience. And yet, European
Jewish life is also embattled and endangered. Anti-Semitism has not disappeared. It still
poisons our societies. And anti-Semitic attacks happen today in Europe. It is a new threat,
but it is the same old evil. Every new generation must take responsibility so that the past
does not return. This is why | have put the fight against anti-Semitism and fostering Jewish
life in Europe at the core of the European Commission's agenda. Our democracy
flourishes if Jewish life in Europe flourishes, too. Throughout the centuries, the Jewish
people have been ‘a light unto the nations'. And they shall be a light unto Europe for many
centuries ahead.

We have more in common than the geography would suggest. Our shared culture and
values have created a deep connection between Europe and Israel. And | am not just
talking about Israel's participation in the Eurovision Song Contest and the Champions
League. The strongest bond we share is our belief in democracy and in democratic
values. And here again, Ben-Gurion's legacy is enduring. Ben-Gurion believed that Israel's
strength depends on its democratic institutions. And only in a democracy, would citizens
feel compelled to take responsibility for their common home. He is so right. Thanks to this
conviction, the State of Israel has flourished ever since. You have become a prosperous
nation, even in the most challenging of circumstances and in a complicated region. You
championed women's rights in unlikely times, and Golda Meir's leadership inspired women
across the world. Me, as a young girl, too. Your freedom of thought has turned a small
country of just a few million into a global trailblazer for science and innovation. And
democracy has strengthened our special bond of friendship through the decades. Today,
more than ever before, democracies like Europe and Israel should come closer together.
Not because our democracies are perfect. They are not. No democracy is. Democracies
offer the environment in which a diverse society can thrive. And they are challenged like
never before. And we can help each other to overcome these challenges. So together, we
can get one step closer to the ideals of our founding fathers and mothers.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Today, | would like to focus briefly on three of these challenges. The first is the challenge
stemming from autocracies, the second is climate change, and the third is democratic
backsliding. The most direct of these challenges comes from authoritarian regimes outside
our borders. And indeed, what we witness in these days, Russia's aggression of Ukraine,
is a war against democracy itself. It is a war against the idea that the people of Ukraine



can take sovereign decisions about their own future. Year after year, Ukraine's diverse and
vibrant civil society has pushed for positive change and has strengthened the country's
democratic institutions. This is exactly what the Kremlin is fighting against. It could not be
more symbolic that the first Russian bombs on Kyiv fell right by the gate of a Holocaust
memorial and that the Russian propaganda is built on the abominable rhetoric of
‘denazification' against a democratic Ukraine. We see with great worry the age-old threat
of scapegoating the Jewish people in times of war. | know that Israel has helped Ukraine
with tonnes of humanitarian aid and a field hospital, and you have welcomed tens of
thousands of Ukrainian refugees to your land.

In a war against democracy, we all have a stake. And for us, Europeans, the stakes could
not be higher. The Kremlin has used our dependency on Russian fossil fuels to blackmail
us. And since the beginning of the war, Russia has deliberately cut off its gas supplies to
Poland, to Bulgaria, to Finland, to Dutch companies, to Danish companies, in retaliation
for our support to Ukraine. But the Kremlin's behaviour only strengthened our resolve to
break free of our dependency on Russian fossil fuels. For instance, we are now exploring
ways to step up our energy cooperation with Israel. We have two major projects in
preparation: The world's longest and deepest underwater power cable, connecting Israel
with Cyprus and Greece. This will over time be electrification from renewable energies.
That is where the investment has to go into. You have an abundance of these natural
resources to produce renewable energy. And the second is a gas and clean hydrogen
pipeline in the Eastern Mediterranean. This is an investment in both Europe's and Israel's
energy security. And this infrastructure will also contribute to decarbonising our energy
mix. It is a great example of democracies sticking together not only in times of conflict but
mostly to fight this huge enemy we have, and that is climate change. This is the big
looming crisis in the background. And we have to take all our knowledge, all our
engineering and entrepreneurial spirit that we have to innovate, to bring about the
innovative technologies, to work to fight climate change, to make this world a better place,
and to hand it over to our children with still a spring, a summer, a fall and a winter to
experience.

Climate change is the great challenge that our democracies are fighting. And no one
understands that better than you, here in the Negev. David Ben-Gurion believed that here
in the Negey, Israel's creativity and its pioneering spirit would be tested, as he said. He
always spoke about ‘the duty to make the desert bloom'. And that is exactly what you
have done ever since. And | have listened to what | was told about this university, as we
can see in your School of Sustainability and Climate Change. | marvel at how you are
testing new building materials that can withstand the desert heat — nature-based solutions
—and how you have managed to adapt food crops to the desert climate. With the looming
food crisis, we know that these will be the technologies that will make the difference
whether we will master the food crisis and over time have independent production in the
vulnerable countries, or not. You have with all that, quite literally, made the desert bloom.
Today, the solutions that you have been researching for decades can change the life of
millions across the world.

A few weeks ago, | was in Davos, where President Herzog spoke exactly about that. It
was an important speech, which resonated well beyond our region. President Herzog
called for a new alliance — and | quote — ‘to shape not only a new Middle East, but a
renewable Middle East. A Middle East that thrives as a global hub of sustainable solutions
in food, water and health, and as a source of solar energy to Europe, Asia and Africa.' |
could not agree more with his vision. For decades, Europe and Israel have cooperated
closely on science and innovation. Just last December, Israel joined the EU's massive
research and innovation programme. It is called Horizon Europe and has a budget of
almost EUR 100 billion. It is now time to put our cooperation at the service of the ones
who need it most, and at the service of the fight against climate change.

Ladies and Gentlemen,



The third and final challenge to democracy that | would like to address is perhaps the most
subtle one. This challenge is within. It is the risk of backsliding that all our democracies
face. Democracy is necessarily a work in progress. It must be exercised and renewed,
each and every day. Each of our democracies is different and unique. But ultimately,
democracy in all its forms comes down to the same thing. As Ben-Gurion always said:
‘The outstanding attribute of democracy is not government for the people. It is government
by the people. Democracy gives people a voice. It gives them the power to change things
with their vote. In democracies, we even fight for other people's freedom to disagree with
us. The freedom to speak your mind; the freedom to change your mind. The freedom to be
yourself — so that if you are different from the majority, you are always equal before the
law. And this is what binds democracies together. The recognition that we are all different,
yet all equal.

Today, this is challenged in many ways. Societies are becoming more fragmented. Public
debate has become more polarised, and it gets harder and harder to focus on the
common good. From the attacks against the rule of law and free press, and free research
in some parts of Europe, to minority rights and coexistence here in the region.
Democracies must have room for everyone, including those who think differently, who
believe differently, or who come from a different region.

Israel is a vibrant democracy, its resilience is admired worldwide. Israeli society is
incredibly diverse. For example, | was impressed to learn that over 800 students from the
Bedouin community are studying here at the Ben-Gurion University. Israel is a small slice
of land where people of all faiths and born on all continents live together. Families who
have lived here for generations, and families who have just arrived. Diversity can be an
immense strength. Yet the path towards peaceful coexistence is long. And democracy is
never accomplished once and for all. This is also true for the European Union. Like other
democracies, Europe faces external threats ranging from disinformation to interference in
our elections; as well as challenges from within our societies, ranging from nationalism to
xenophobia, from revisionism to anti-Semitism. We must strengthen our democracies and
democratic way of life every single day. We must nurture our openness, and our diversity.
We must defend the freedom of our media, the independence of our judges, the equality
of all people before the law. Keeping democracy in good health is hard work. But it is
worthwhile work. Imperfect though it might be, this is the best thing about democracy.
Autocrats cannot admit mistakes. Democracies can always improve and correct. Because
we, the people, can always make it better. Because we, the people, are the ultimate
guardians of democracy.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

On each one of the challenges that | have addressed today, | feel my generation's
responsibility to leave you a better world than the one we inherited. But it is you — the
young generation that | see here in the room —, each and every one, who will write the
next chapter. It is your energy, your empathy, it is your knowledge, your tolerance, it is
your hard work, your love that will shape the world and the democracies of tomorrow. And
that makes me confident. Because your generation is also the most educated, the most
climate-conscious and the most open-minded the world has ever seen.

Ben-Gurion said in the early days of the State of Israel: ‘Independence does not mean
only liberation from a foreign yoke. Independence has a positive meaning, and that is the
most important. The positive content of independence means responsibility. It is
independence of the heart. And it is independence of the will.'

Long live Europe.

Am Israel Chai.



