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ESU Summer Academies (2010–2025)
Fifteen Years of Lifelong Learning, European Dialogue and Leadership Development
Introduction
Since 2010, the Summer Academies of the European Seniors' Union (ESU) have been among the organisation's most successful and influential initiatives. They have brought together senior leaders from across Europe to learn, exchange experiences, discuss European developments and strengthen their commitment to active citizenship.
More than a series of conferences, the Summer Academies have become a unique European meeting place where friendship, solidarity, lifelong learning and democratic engagement come together. They have helped shape a generation of senior leaders who continue to play an active role in their associations, communities and countries.
The story of the Summer Academies is therefore also a story of European cooperation, resilience and shared responsibility for the future.

The Origins of the Summer Academy
The European Seniors' Union (ESU), founded in 1995 as the umbrella organisation for senior citizens' associations affiliated with the European People's Party (EPP), recognised at the beginning of the twenty-first century the growing need to strengthen leadership within its member organisations.
A driving force behind this initiative was Dr. Marilies Flemming (1933–2023), former Austrian Minister and a passionate advocate for active ageing and senior participation in public life. In 2009, she was entrusted with exploring how ESU could provide advanced training opportunities for leading members of senior organisations throughout Europe.
Her proposal was both visionary and practical: the creation of an annual Summer Academy in Vienna, organised in close cooperation with the Österreichischer Seniorenbund (ÖSB), the Politische Akademie of the Austrian People's Party (ÖVP), and the Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies (WMCES).
The proposal was warmly received and quickly transformed into reality.

2010: The First Summer Academy
The inaugural Summer Academy took place in 2010 under the theme:
"Seniors: An Active Life with Strong Values."
From the very beginning, participants recognised that something special had been created. Senior representatives from all parts of Europe—North and South, East and West—came together to exchange experiences, discuss common concerns and reflect on their role in contemporary society.
The Academy was built upon several fundamental principles:
· Lifelong learning;
· Active citizenship;
· Democratic participation;
· European cooperation;
· Empowerment of leaders within senior citizens' organisations.
Distinguished speakers from politics, academia and civil society provided participants with insights into European affairs and current societal developments. Equally important were the opportunities for discussion, networking and mutual learning.
The success of the first edition clearly demonstrated the need for such a forum and laid the foundation for what would become a cherished annual tradition.

A Decade of Growth and Consolidation (2010–2019)
The Summer Academy rapidly developed into one of ESU's flagship activities.
Every year, participants gathered in Vienna to engage with a carefully selected theme reflecting the most important political, social and demographic developments affecting Europe and its citizens. Throughout the decade, the Academy became a recognised platform for informed debate, leadership development and international exchange.
The combination of a welcoming atmosphere, excellent organisation and high-quality academic content made the event a highlight of the ESU calendar. Participants benefited from presentations by leading academics, policymakers, researchers and opinion leaders, while also contributing their own experiences and perspectives.
The Academy encouraged participants to translate European discussions into practical initiatives within their own organisations and communities, thereby strengthening the voice of senior citizens across Europe.
The Importance of Country Reports
One of the most valued elements of the Summer Academy was the presentation of Country Reports.
Each member organisation shared developments, challenges and innovative practices from its own country. Topics ranged from electoral participation and intergenerational cooperation to labour-market policies, healthcare, social inclusion and active ageing.
These reports provided a unique opportunity to compare experiences, learn from successful initiatives and identify common challenges. Participants frequently described them as one of the most informative and inspiring parts of the programme.
Building a European Community
The Summer Academy was never limited to lectures and discussions.
Meetings of the ESU Presidium and Executive Committee were traditionally organised alongside the academic programme, allowing strategic decisions to be taken in a setting that encouraged dialogue and cooperation.
Cultural visits, evening gatherings, shared meals and informal discussions created lasting friendships and reinforced a sense of European identity. Participants explored historical sites, enjoyed cultural performances and celebrated the diversity of Europe's traditions while recognising the values that unite them.
Many participants came to regard the Summer Academy not merely as an annual event but as a European family reunion.

Themes of the Summer Academies (2010–2019)
The annual themes reflected both European developments and the evolving role of senior citizens in society.
2010 – Seniors: An Active Life with Strong Values
2011 – Where Is Our Society Heading in the 21st Century?
2012 – Seniors Standing for Europe
2013 – Looking Ahead to the 2014 European Elections
2014 – We Want a Better Europe
2015 – The Security of European Citizens
2016 – Europe Must Not Fail
2017 – Demographic Change and the Future of Europe
2018 – Europe's Population Development: From Challenge to Innovation and Coordinated Opportunities
2019 – Let's Open a New Chapter for Europe Together
Across all these themes, one message remained constant: senior citizens are not passive observers of European developments. They are active contributors whose experience, commitment and historical perspective remain essential for Europe's future.
Having lived through periods of war, reconstruction, democratisation and European integration, seniors possess a unique understanding of the achievements and challenges of the European project. Their commitment to peace, democracy, freedom and solidarity has been a recurring inspiration throughout the history of the Summer Academies.

The Impact of the Summer Academies
Over the years, the Summer Academies pursued several enduring objectives:
· Providing information about current European policies and developments;
· Strengthening dialogue between citizens and political decision-makers;
· Supporting the implementation of European initiatives at national and local levels;
· Empowering leaders within senior citizens' organisations;
· Encouraging active democratic participation;
· Promoting European cooperation and solidarity.
The impact of the Academies extended far beyond the annual meetings themselves. Participants returned home equipped with new knowledge, fresh ideas and renewed motivation to strengthen their organisations and advocate for the interests of older citizens.
In 2019, the tenth anniversary of the Summer Academy provided an opportunity to celebrate this remarkable achievement and to express profound gratitude to Dr. Marilies Flemming, whose vision and dedication had made the initiative possible.
At that moment, there was every reason to believe that the tradition would continue uninterrupted.
History, however, had other plans.

2020–2021: Adapting During the COVID-19 Pandemic
The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented challenges to organisations throughout Europe.
For the first time since its creation, the Summer Academy could not be organised in its traditional form. Travel restrictions and public-health measures made international gatherings impossible.
Yet the crisis also encouraged innovation.
In 2020, ESU and its partners rapidly embraced digital communication. Online conferences and virtual meetings enabled members to remain connected despite physical separation. These new methods proved particularly valuable for participants who faced mobility or health limitations, demonstrating that digital technology could increase accessibility and participation.
Building on these experiences, ESU and the Österreichischer Seniorenbund transformed the 2021 Summer Academy into a fully digital event held on 2–3 July.
Under the theme:
"New Seniors Moving into a New Economic and Digital World"
the programme reached a much broader audience than had previously been possible. Through keynote speeches, panel discussions and interactive exchanges, participants explored emerging economic, social and technological developments that were reshaping contemporary society.
The digital format demonstrated the adaptability and resilience of the ESU community during a period of extraordinary uncertainty.

2022: A Joyful Return
After a three-year interruption, the Summer Academy returned to Vienna from 30 June to 3 July 2022.
The event represented much more than a resumption of activities. For many participants, it was an emotional reunion after years of isolation and uncertainty.
The Academy was organised under the leadership of ESU Vice-President Heinz Becker, former Member of the European Parliament and former Secretary-General of the Österreichischer Seniorenbund, with valuable support from the Politische Akademie and ÖSB.
The theme,
"Generations Master the Future of a Changing Europe Together,"
highlighted the importance of intergenerational cooperation in addressing Europe's future challenges.
Nearly sixty participants from across Europe gathered once again to learn, debate and exchange ideas. The atmosphere combined intellectual engagement with genuine joy at being able to meet in person.
A particularly moving moment was the contribution from Volodymyr Dzobak, former Chairman of the Council of the Ukrainian Association of Retired Persons, who addressed participants from Ukraine during the ongoing Russian invasion.
His testimony reminded participants that the values discussed during the Academy—peace, democracy and human dignity—remain matters of profound importance.

2023: New Partnerships, New Perspectives
Following the 2022 edition, organisational circumstances required the development of new partnerships and working arrangements.
A successful collaboration was established between ESU, CEDER, the study centre of CD&V, and the Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies.
The 2023 Summer Academy was hosted in Leuven, Belgium, at the Provincial House of Flemish Brabant.
Under the theme:
"Europe as a Task – Challenges for the European Union"
participants reflected on the responsibilities facing Europe in an increasingly complex international environment. The Academy demonstrated that while formats and locations may evolve, the essential mission of lifelong learning and European dialogue remains unchanged.

2024: Reflection and Renewal
Following the ESU Congress of 2024, a new leadership team was elected.
The first months of the new mandate were devoted to assessment, strategic reflection and the development of future priorities. As a result, the organisation chose to pause and evaluate the future direction of the Summer Academy programme.
This period of reflection allowed ESU to prepare the next chapter of its development and to ensure that future initiatives would remain aligned with the organisation's long-term strategic objectives.

2025: Looking Forward with Confidence
In 2025, the Summer Academy resumed with renewed energy in the historic city of Bruges.
Under the theme:
"Demographic Changes in Europe: Consequences for Seniors and Challenges for European Governance"
participants examined one of the most significant long-term developments affecting Europe.
The programme combined high-level expertise, stimulating discussions and opportunities for informal exchange. Equally important, it reflected a renewed ESU that had integrated the Summer Academy into its broader strategic vision for the future.
The Bruges edition demonstrated that the Summer Academy continues to evolve while remaining faithful to its founding principles: lifelong learning, active citizenship, European cooperation and solidarity between generations.

Looking Ahead
Fifteen years after the first Summer Academy, the initiative remains a powerful expression of the European Seniors' Union's mission.
The challenges facing Europe continue to evolve. Demographic change, technological transformation, geopolitical uncertainty and social cohesion require informed citizens, strong organisations and effective leadership.
The Summer Academy provides exactly such a space: a forum where experience meets innovation, where national perspectives enrich European understanding, and where senior citizens continue to demonstrate their commitment to shaping a better future.
The history of the Summer Academies is therefore not only a story about the past. It is a story about the future—a future in which active, engaged and well-informed seniors continue to contribute to a stronger, more united and more democratic Europe.
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