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This echoed with the townspeople, leading Bruges to make funding and buildings available for a successful trial
run in 1949. Since those early days of 20 students, the college has grown and now occupies several buildings
across the city. The college’s seat is a beautiful 18th-century building in Bruges’ historic heart along the Dijver
canal, whilst another of its buildings, a large, renovated former Jesuit school, offers modern teaching facilities.
This year’s 317 students are spread across nine residencies in the north of town, providing a certain flamboyance
to otherwise sleepy streets and squares where, centuries earlier, rich European merchants had lived and traded.
A canteen reminds the students to attend to their physical needs; a college bar, in the cellars of a 17th-century
merchant’s house, is the place to discuss the EU’s latest gossip. Otherwise, when not frantically studying or
dutifully attending the talks of the many luminaries that pass through, the two semesters are punctuated by
national weeks, organised by students to showcase their home country’s culture (often with particular attention
given to the various beverages).
The number of College of Europe marriages is not insignificant: both the Danish prime minister and the UK
deputy prime minister met their spouses here. It has led one commentator to observe that the college was an
enthusiastic motor for European “horizontal integration”.

Local meets global
Integration into the local community appears, by general consent, to be more problematic. “I feel a bit sorry that
students integrate so little in local cultural, artistic and intellectual life,” says Roose. He attributes the fact to the
brevity of students’ stay in Bruges and the intensity of the programme. Others complain that the students, who
study in English and French, make little effort to speak Dutch (though classes are offered by the college) and are
often uninterested in Bruges’ historic past or dynamic present.
The responsibility for bridging the gap between town and gown falls to Bertil van Outryve d’Ydewalle, a true
Bruggeling, alumnus of the college, and president of the local committee for the College of Europe. As part of a
hosting project, they’ve convinced 50 local families to welcome the students into their homes for the occasional
Sunday lunch. Elsewhere, joint concerts, sporting events and guided tours are organised to bring the two sides
closer together.
Paul Demaret, the college director who first took charge of its law department in 1981, has been won over by the
city. He lauds it as “safe and welcoming” and underlines the support that the college has received, in particular, in
the form of generous indirect subsidies. For if the college’s funding comes from tuition fees and the EU, Belgian
and West Flanders governments, the city has made several large, renovated and central buildings available for it
to use.
Yet the shortage of available public buildings has, it is claimed, led to millions of euros having to be spent on
renovating and extending other public buildings in Bruges, most recently in the case of school buildings. This has
given some local politicians cause to call for the college to be axed from the city budget, which is already under
pressure. “No, this view is quite exceptional and only on the fringe of the political debate,” asserts Roose, who
adds that “the majority of the local population is proud to house the college.”
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