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Members of the faculty, dear students,
I don't know if, like me, you are a fan of Borgen. That great Danish TV drama about politics. Each episode begins with a quote. Here is one my favourites: "To dare is to lose one's footing momentarily. Not to dare is to lose oneself:" It comes from Søren Kierkegaard, a son of this city.

This is Europe's dilemma today. To take risks and face uncertainty. Or not to dare and risk vanishing as a democratic force. That is the choice before us. Democratic security — or strategic irrelevance. Will Europe dare to secure its democracy, or drift into irrelevance?

That question feels different for your generation than it did for mine. When I was your age, I thought the next decades would be bright. The future looked clear, stable, full of opportunity. But for today's twenty-year-olds, the opposite is true. They have no idea what reality will look like in five years. That destroys perspective. And when perspective disappears, trust in institutions disappears too. 

Why? 

Because of the sequence of crises we have lived through. The financial crisis of 2008. The debt crisis that followed. The first stage of the war in Ukraine. The rise of populism. The crisis of multilateralism. A pandemic. The full-scale invasion of Ukraine. And behind it all — the climate crisis. And it is also technology changing faster than politics can follow. Social media. Artificial intelligence. Deepfakes. A flood of information - and no certainty what to believe. This is the perfect storm that defines your generation. 

That is why we must speak not only of military security, but of democratic security. Because without trust, without legitimacy, without rights, no army — no matter its size — can keep us safe. 

The Council of Europe was founded on this truth after the Second World War. On the principle that democracy, human rights, and the rule of law are the foundations of peace. 

But we have been naive. We thought democracy would simply expand, generation after generation. We did not prepare for a world of disinformation, deepfakes, and hate speech. We did not prepare for governments challenging the judgments of the European Court of Human Rights. We did not prepare for a time when some leaders would call democracy "woke."

But there is no way back to the old world. Only a way forward. And that way is democratic security. It transcends the divide between "hard" and "soft" security. It confronts cyberattacks, terrorism, climate change, and other challenges. And it puts our values at the heart of our defence. But what does democratic security mean in practice?

Let me share three stories.

The first is the Republic of Moldova. A small country with the longest border with Ukraine of any European state. And among the most exposed to disinformation. False claims that people speaking Russian would be dragged into war. That their land would be sold to foreigners. That their Church would be banned.

All lies. All designed to divide. President Maia Sandu called her country a test case. A test of whether democracies under pressure can resist, adapt, and move forward. And just days ago, Moldovans proved it. They voted for a European path. A choice for democracy.

I congratulated President Sandu — a double victory, for her and for her people. The Republic of Moldova shows that democratic security is not abstract. It is also resilience against disinformation. Disinformation thrives because it is profitable. So platforms must be held accountable.

But let me be clear. Fighting disinformation must never mean silencing debate. Restrictions must be proportionate, rooted in law, never tools against free speech.

My second story is Armenia. This week, Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan told our Parliamentary Assembly that after the Velvet Revolution of 2018, Armenia began holding regular elections. For the first time, local elections ended without protest. He said democracy in Armenia is now a strategy - not a coincidence. That is democratic security.

Today Armenia faces another challenge: building peace with Azerbaijan. Last August, Prime Minister Pashinyan and President Aliyev signed a declaration in Washington. In Strasbourg, Prime Minister Pashinyan said: "Peace is not a vacation; it is daily work. Like a newborn, it requires daily care." That is democratic security too. Democracy as the engine for peace in the South Caucasus.

