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Maiden Speech of our friend Susan Bird 

I have a streak of idealism in me, and working for the European 
Union has always been a vocation for me – what could be more 
satisfying than working at a strategic level to bring people of 
different backgrounds together in a way that has not been done 
before? 
 
I am a Christian believer and see working for a better European 
Union to be perfectly in keeping with the values of my faith. In fact, 
this is something I am writing about in the context of the UK’s 
relationship with the EU……My appreciation of being together as 
the EU springs from an innate love I have for people. You can learn 
so much from others, and meaningful interaction is so enriching.  
 
Maybe I am old-fashioned, but for me the European Union’s biggest 
achievement remains that we are now at peace with each other for 
70 years, after the horrors of two world wars during the 20th 
century. Looking to the future, we have created an institutional 
structure and ways of working together that hopefully make war 
among us unthinkable. 
 
The greatest challenge for the EU today, in my view, is creating a 
positive vision for its future development with which citizens can 
identify, and which carefully balances who does what, while gaining 
genuine integral commitment from Member State governments. 

Tuesday 29 of October at 7 PM 
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Mardi 22 octobre 2019 

Participants : 1 rotariens, 3 visiteurs 
 
► Jean-Paul BISSEN les trois visiteurs du club de 

Brussels International : Damien Van Cutsem, Président – 

David Vandermeulen, Trésorier et Jan Vrancken. 

 

 
 

► Charles LAGRANGE 

Suite à la réunion du Comité de lundi soir, le Président a le 

plaisir de nous annoncer la venue prochaine d’un nouveau 

membre d’honneur, le Baron Jacques Brotchie. Une soirée 

sera organisée afin d’officialiser cet événement. 

Le samedi 23 novembre 2019, la tournée Gospel For Life 

s’arrêtera à Bruxelles pour un concert au profit de notre 

Club ! Une soirée musicale étonnante dans la magnifique 

église Saint-Michel et plus de 100 choristes qui 

interpréteront les classiques des Beatles.  
 

 
 

Thierry Nuttin, qui participe depuis des années en tant que 

choriste à cette aventure, organise cette soirée pour nous 

avec la commission Evénement. Des forces vives seront 

nécessaires à la préparation pendant la journée, ce sera 

l’occasion de passer un chouette moment avec comme 

récompense, un concert enlevé et enthousiaste ! 

 

► Susan BIRD 

 

 
 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Thank you very much for this opportunity for me to give my 

maiden speech to the Rotary Club of Brussels. It is indeed a 
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landmark in my relatively recent membership of this 

organization. 

I was introduced to Rotary when I came across Michel 

Coomans again - a longstanding member of Rotary and a 

former colleague of mine at the European Commission. I had 

been put in touch with Michel following my enquiries about 

a possible philanthropic project in Africa. He briefly outlined 

what Rotary involved and we discussed in more detail over 

lunch 18 monts or so ago. 

And so I decided to become a member of the Rotary Club of 

Brussels, with Michel as my “parrain”. Thank you to you all 

for your welcome, which has been warm and engaging. One 

of the attractions has been the chance to be involved in a 

society which is particularly Belgian in style, when my 

existence in Brussels has consisted of mainly 

European/international professional & non-professional 

engagements.  

Brussels Rotary has strong connections with other similar 

clubs in Belgium, and the well-established international 

community of this well-regarded structure is second to 

none. I am very impressed with the very regular news 

bulletins we receive from international partners, but also 

equally, if not more, with the weekly news summaries we 

receive from our own club. 

Brussels Rotary is well-organised, having harnessed a 

functioning committee structure. While not able to make 

many of the Tuesday lunchtime dinners because of work 

commitments, I have been happy to take a reasonably 

regular part in the “commission international”. I have also 

been an “observer” with the “commission Qualité de la Vie”. 

My membership of Rotary marks another step in my non-

professional activities, which are available in such rich 

plenitude in Brussels. 

 

In fact, I have been in Brussels for the best part of 30 years, 

such that these days I now have dual nationality : Belgian 

and UK. My life here began when I was a “stagiaire” with the 

European Commission. I had been working for a local 

authority in the UK, and they seconded me to Brussels for 

the five-month period of the “stage”. The “stage” was a 

fantastic experience : so many different nationalities 

working in many different parts of the Commission, and 

thrown together to talk laugh, and exchange with each 

other. Also to learn from each other. The bureau des stages 

supplied us with a guide on “what to do in Brussels”. And we 

took advantage of it : eating places and brasseries in the 

Schuman area, the parks, central Brussels, historical sites… I 

was building on my first visit to Brussels, for a weekend with 

friends when I was a student in the early 1980’s. I had loved 

it then. We had been to see the Berlaymont and I remember 

thinking “I would love to work for the European Comission – 

but I bet I never will!” 

However, my dream came true – the work of a hand from 

above! At the end of my stage in the Commission’s DG for 

Regional Policy, my colleagues there were working to recruit 

new people on temporary contracts. I applied for one of 

these contracts – and was accepted! 

So having returned to my local authority in the UK, here was 

my opportunity to move to Brussels and take up a longer 

contract. I embraced the challenge gladly and began 

managing funding programmes for less-developed regions of 

the EU – and in my case, for Ireland and Northern Ireland. 

Having lived in a bedsit in St Gilles during my “stage”, back in 

Brussels on this longer-term basis, I took a one-bedroom flat 

in Schaerbeek. It was a newly-decorated and furnished, and I 

used it as a base for my first year. But I was ambitious – I 

wanted to buy somewhere to live in Brussels. So I began 

researching the property market in the city and got to visit 

quite a few potential purchases. I was looking for a small 

apartment, in a small building, with plenty of light, and not 

far from public transport. And I found just that in Uccle! I 

still live there to this day! I have done quite some renovation 

to it down the years, and indeed intend to have another go 

at it next year. It has been a super place to live. Amidst all 

the busyness of daily Brussels living, it’s my little sanctuary! 

Anyway, my long career with the European Commission 

began then in 1989. I spent four years managing the Irish 

and Northern Irish programmes including quite some 

fascinating travel to these two regions. Zaventem airport 

became a familiar haunt and I especially appreciated it after 

its renovation in the 1990’s. 

After Regional Policy came another contract – on the 

Commission’s research and development budget line. There 

I did a variety of things: Working on an international 

initiative on advanced manufacturing, a coordination role on 

what was known at the time as the Telematics Applications 

Programme, an outreach/communications role on the 

emerging information society, and other things. During this 

time, my ten years with the Commission came up. And 
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Belgian employment law is great! I was offered a permanent 

contract! Which I willingly accepted! 

Then was a move back to DG Regional Policy – including a 

move of building, from a rather distant Beaulieu to a more 

centrally-located Merode. This time, with DG Regional 

Policy, I was in charge of the national strategic funding 

framework for Slovakia. In 2004, Slovakia acceded to the EU. 

I remember being at the Slovak Ambassador’s residence in 

Uccle, and witnessed the countdown to midnight on the eve 

of their EU membership. 

My next Commission stop - and where I still am – was with 

DG Employment Socal Affairs and Inclusion. First off, I spent 

a fulfilling few years being the point of contact for corporate 

socal responsibility policy and practice. I worked closely with 

my opposite number – Tom – in the Commission’s then DG 

Enterprise, and we accomplished a lot together. I remember 

Tom saying that one of his speaking engagements once was 

with Rotary Brussels. I wonder if any of you remember him 

giving that presentation to you? 

Corporate social responsibility moved on and I found myself 

working for a time on quite an interesting subject : social 

impact investing. With environment and society very much 

in the policy forefront at the moment, you will know 

yourselves about the importance of investing ethically. 

My current role in DG Employment is quite different again. I 

work on vocational education and training, adult learning, 

and apprenticeships. In particular, I am a coordinator of a 

very operational European Vocational Skills week, which we 

hold annually. The latest one was last week, so I was in 

Helsinki for most of the time, the location for the Week this 

year. 

 

Being a very active person by nature, I have always 

combined a busy work life and day job with all sorts of 

evening and weekend activities. The largest activity is my 

commitment to a local church, because I am a Christian 

believer. There are so many different aspects of church life 

that I have been engaged with over time, but perhaps I’ll 

draw your attention to just one. We – Holy Trinity Anglican 

Pro-Cathedral Brussels – have set ourselves up in Belgian law 

as an ASBL. I am its treasurer. 

You may be interested to know that I currently serve on the 

boards of two other ASBL’s : an initiative that brings 

together Palestinian, Israeli and European young people to 

learn about reconciliation; and an international sailing club. 

I am active politically and in that context have built on my 

UK roots. I belong to the Brussels branch of the UK Labour 

Party and am on the steering group of an initiative we call 

Pro Europa – formed mainly of Brussels-based British expats 

who are doing all we can to “stop Brexit”. I don’t intend 

saying much about Brexit, even if it is so topical at the 

moment. Suffice it to say that I am appalled that my fellow 

country men and women would choose to turn their backs 

on European neighbours (with Belgium first in the firing line) 

in the way they have done. 

Switching subjects, my most exciting voluntary commitment 

is a very recent one. It is something that you in Rotary know 

about and particularly the “commission international”. In 

2018 to 2019, I oversaw and financed the building of an HIV 

testing and couselling, education and community centre in a 

town called Songani in southern Malawi. Let me first of all 

say how grateful I am to Brussels Rotary for agreeing to 

provide €2000 to help equip the new centre. It is vital 

funding and will be put to good use. 

 

So how did I come to commit myself to this project? Well, 

for many years, I had been seeking out how to fulfil a 

Christian conviction to “give back” in some way. I am in a 

privileged position in Brussels. The European Commission 

has paid me well down the years and I have no dependents. 

I wanted to make a small difference on the ground. 

Another aspect of my privileged position is being able to 

manage properties that I rent out. I know a little bit about 

building, refurbishing, and maintaining infrastructure 

consequently. I desired to buy an infrastructure for a worthy 

cause, therefore Africa was the place I wanted to be because 

it hosts the poorest people in the world today. So, how did I 

go about this? 



 5 

After years of talking networking, lunching, I came across a 

UK charity – Mbedza Projects Support – that was looking to 

build a new centre for HIV testing and counselling they had 

identified as a need in Malawi, where they also had other 

projects. It was a question of the right place at the right 

time. Very important to me was that a robust project 

proposal was in place, research on the need had been done, 

the local citizens considered it was something they needed, 

and – very importantly – the budget was what I had been 

thinking I could put aside. 

I visited the location at Easter 2018, spoke at length to those 

involved locally – and gave my agreement to go ahead. And I 

was amazed at how quickly and efficiently the building went 

up. The local project manager was superb, fielding all my 

inevitable questions and comments and keeping the project 

to schedule. 

We opened the centre at Easter earlier this year. The 

opening was a full-day affair, and featured dancing, a choir 

competition, speeches, and lunch for all. I had the privilege 

of being “guest of honour”. 

Since then, I gave been made a trustee of the organization in 

Malawi overseeing the operation of the Centre and 

Associate Director of the United Kingdom charity Mbedza 

Projects Support. Allow me to thank you at Brussels Rotary 

again for you kind and timely support in helping equip the 

centre. 

Returning to Brussels Rotary, I hope you will continue to 

journey with me as I near the end of what I have to say this 

lunchtime – and focus on what I observe about our Club. 

Brussels Rotary has many members……… yet people leave 

and the fund-raising did not go as well this year. All clubs 

and societies need constant updating and revewal. You can’t 

just offer the “same old activities” and expect people to 

always continue to come along, as usual. As I said earlier, I 

belong to a number of different clubs and societies, and all 

face these issues. We need young people, new technologies, 

a fresh and modern outlook – in a western European society 

that has become more individualized and fragmented, at the 

expense of community – mindedness and common civic 

endeavour. 

I would have one or two suggestions: 

1/ Bring younger people into leadership roles, eg through 

mentoring of Rotaract members 

2/ Engage a volunteer full-time on social media 

communication : website, facebook, group, twitter, 

LinkedIn, messaging………  

3/ Consult the members on what they want Brussels Rotary 

to be and to do. 

4/ Be transparent about what’s been proposed and what’s 

been decided. That has not always been clear for me in my 

involvement to date. 

5/ Watch the finances : why do we spend so much on the 

dinners that relatively few people attend? 

These are all serious questions but are not insurmountable 

As I draw my speech to a close, I would like to offer to play 

my part in bringing out the best in Brussels Rotary. My 

available time is limited but my mind is willing. I’m happy to 

continue to work with you for a better Brussels and a better 

world, through the actions of Rotary. 

Thank you very much for your attention this lunchtime! 

 

► Damien Van CUTSEM 

 

 
 

C’est un plaisir pour le Président de Brussels International de 

rendre visite au club qui a reçu trois de nos membres il y a 3 

ans. Le Brussels International est un jeune club : 2 ans 

d’existence et a été créé par 17 membres de Bruxelles-

Cantersteen. Depuis lors, ils sont au nombre de 29 membres 

et n’acceptent plus de nouveaux membres, voulant rester 

un petit club convivial. 
 

Leur but est maintenant de définir le travail social et les 

projets qu’ils vont soutenir. 
 

Le Brussels International a apprécié l’initiative de l’ancien 

gouverneur, Rémy Mannès, de pousser les différents clubs 

de Bruxelles à travailler ensemble. 
 

Les réunions ont lieu les 1ers et 3èmes mardis du mois, en 

soirée. Vous êtes les bienvenus ! 
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LA SOIRÉE DE LA COMMISSION MUSIQUE À WATERMAEL-BOITFORT 

 

 
 

Ce jeudi  24 octobre 2019, la Commission Musique a vécu 

une soirée mémorable dans la Maison Communale de 

Watermael-Boitsfort. 

En effet, elle a tenu sa réunion mensuelle dans le bureau-

cabinet du Bourgmestre, moins austère que notre local de 

secrétariat… 

Ensuite, elle a accueilli les participants au Concert qu’elle a 

organisé dans les salons de la salle du Conseil …. 

Musique-Paroles et Poésie y ont enchanté nos sens et 

esprits dès 20 heures.  

Merci  à ces jeunes artistes que nous soutenons. 

En entrée, Fidosi  Kerchev, Lauréat du Concours de Musique 

Breughel 2019- piano, s’est exprimé par les compositions de 

Beethoven (Sonate op.57 n.23) et Franz Liszt (Rhapsodie 

Espagnole). Envoûtant de force et d’expression. 

Nous fûmes émus par le récital de poésie préparé par  Julia 

Kaye, accompagnée par les sons des différentes flûtes à bec 

d’Emmanuelle Weeger.  Par sa voix et le geste, Julia nous a 

rappelé les vers  de nos favoris que sont  Arthur Rimbaud, 

Kerninon et Charles Baudelaire.  

Cette soirée dans cet espace de rêve s’est terminée par des 

échanges entre toutes et tous comblés. 

Rendez-vous est déjà pris pour l’an prochain avec 

l’Académie de Musique de la Commune que nous 

remercions pour son accueil.…  

 

 

 

Commando d’amitié 
Dans la tradition qui tenait fort à cœur de notre ami Arthur Ziegler, la commission "Internationale" en collaboration avec la 

commission "Accueil et Participation" organise un commando d'amitié vers le RC Le Roeulx le mardi 5 novembre en soirée. 
Si certains membres sont intéressés de nous accompagner, prière de rentrer en contact avec Victor Haenecour 0473/39 42 61 

ou Jean-Paul Coch 0497/51 40 65
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La vie du club 
 
Nous sommes actuellement 103 membres. 
 
Est décédé en 2019-2020 : André Florival 
 
Ont quitté en 2018-2019 : Daniel Absil, Miriam Roemers, Robert 
Maurissen, Stéphane Thiery, Yves Deflandre, Daniel de Meester 
de Heyndonck, Jean-Jacques Delens, Jo Chaiban.  
 
Ont quitté en 2019-2020 : Luc De Wolf, Christian Geuens, 
Carlos Desmet, Philippe Casse, Hubert Rittweger de Moor,  
Robert De Bruyckere, Claude François et Geoffroy Generet. 
 
Sont entrés en 2018-2019 : Guillaume Grégoire, Arnaud Djoko, 
Simon Ginis, Charles Cuvelliez, Catarina Pereira, Nils De Cock, 
Isaline Van den Abbeele, Riccardo Pedrotti, Stéphane Rigoli, 
Yasmine Benyounes et Ulrich Hauschild. 
 

Les actions du club  
 
Arts : Concours d’affiches « Le plastique et mon futur»  
 
Musique : Musique dans les hôpitaux ; L’orchestre à la portée 
des enfants ; Concours Breughel 
 
Qualité de la Vie : Poursuite du projet Azalées ; Soutien à ATD-
Quart-Monde, voyage-rencontre de jeunes militants ; Soutien à 
Parthages, projet de sensibilisation à l’handicap via un jeu 
interactif ; Soutien au Ricochet, mission de formation au 
« parrainage » ; Projet éducationnel en matière 
environnementale orientée vers la jeunesse 
 
Economique : Le suivi des nouveautés économiques qui 
concernent Bruxelles, la découverte de nouveaux lieux et 
projets Eco à Bruxelles, et le tout spécialement orienté vers la 
jeunesse. 
 
Jeunesse : Soutien pour la cour de récréation de l’école Henri 
Frick ; Classe d’eau ; HEP-SEP  
 
Filleuls : Parrainage d’étudiants orphelins, méritants quant à 
leurs études (secondaires et de 3ème cycle)  
 
Actions et Relations internationales : au Rwanda avec l‘école « 
Ahazaza » et le Home «Gatagara», au Congo avec le Projet « île 
Idjwi pour former des sages-femmes,  au Népal au travers du 
projet de «Child Protection Centers and Services» et du  projet 
« Mountain Mobile Hospital ». Participation aux actions du 
groupe de clubs internationaux R7 et de la plateforme Actions 
Internationales des clubs de Bruxelles. 
 
Fondation Rotary : Bourse du District – Deux bourses 
accordées en 2017-2018  
 
Anniversaires 
Robert de Mûelenaere  3 novembre 1956 
Philippe de Mûelenaere  4 novembre 1951 
Pierre Konings   5 novembre 1951 
 

 


