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“I have already applied to take part in a further study abroad challenge that I am 
not sure I would have felt confident applying for if I had not taken part in this  

challenge. I’m hoping it will give me new and exciting experiences and  
enhance my prospects for the future.” 

Catherine McDowall, 1st Year BA (Hons) Fashion Management
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Destinations

“9 amazing humans have made the past 8 days something else, I have never 
laughed so much in my life. Interrail is 100% the most beautiful way to travel 
across Europe! 6 countries, and 9 trains, peace out to traveling ... for now”

“ I would love to relive this experience and potentially make more friends 
this way. Even though all individuals participating were different, we all 

found ways to bond. And still keep in touch today! ”

“ There are too many positives to be taken away from studying abroad 
with NTU to name. The experiences were also organised tremendously 

well and everything feels seamless, efficient and well planned.  ”

“Honestly feel so blessed to have met so many amazing 
people this week, and I’m not ready for it to be over”

100 Students and 12 academic mentors travelled by train to their destination countries

Introduction
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International students made up 30% of the European  
Creative and SMART Cities Challenge cohort
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In December 2018 I was asked by Nottingham City Council if I had any thoughts on how NTU 
could contribute to the 50th Anniversary celebrations of the twin city relationship between 
Karlsruhe and Nottingham. My initial idea was that it would be wonderful if we could send 50 
students to Karlsruhe in the 50th year of the partnership to:

• Work in multidisciplinary teams to interrogate and research city development through  
   European case studies
• Experience travel and understand principles of learning from good practices in Europe
• Gain an understanding of NTU’s work in economic development and contribute to the City’s  
  future thinking by direct contact with senior city leaders 

After consultation with NTU academics, Nottingham City Council and Creative Quarter 
Nottingham, we settled on the headline question of “How can cities and universities work 
together to support creativity and innovation?” This question was inspired by the central roles 
of creativity and innovation in Nottingham’s regeneration plan, Building a Better Nottingham 
(2018) and future city strategy, Smart Nottingham (2018). We also decided to expand the 
project to send an additional 50 students to a twin city of both Nottingham and  
Karlsruhe - Timişoara in Romania. And we didn’t stop there! Under the guidance of 12  
academic mentors, we decided to set our 100 students the challenge of travelling to Karlsruhe 
and Timişoara by train and visiting at least one other SMART or Creative city along the way 
to explore how creativity and innovation were being supported in different sectors in France, 
the Netherlands, Austria and Hungary. On arrival, 4 NTU Media students were waiting in both 
Timişoara and Karlsruhe to film the students’ experience of Nottingham’s 2 twin cities.
As a civic university committed to social mobility, our main objectives for the trip were: 

• To engage the citizens of Nottingham and two of its twin cities on how European “future” 
   cities might work with their universities to solve local and global challenges
• To demonstrate NTU’s long-term commitment to European mobility post-Brexit and develop 
   European networks for staff and life-long friendships for students
• To encourage students from diverse backgrounds at NTU who may not have felt that study   
   abroad was for them to sign up for a semester or year abroad after this transformative  
   “taster” experience

Stephen Williams
Director, NTU Global

Introduction
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I travelled to Timişoara for the first time on 4 and 5 January 2019 to meet with Vice-Mayor, 
Dan Diaconu, and 2 local universities: West University of Timişoara (with whom NTU has a 
student and staff exchange agreement) and Politehnica University Timişoara. I then travelled 
to  
Karlsruhe on 9 January 2019 to meet with colleagues from Karlsruhe City Council  
(Stadt Karlsruhe) as well as representatives from four local universities. Two of these were 
existing exchange partners (Karlshochschule International University and Pädagogische 
Hochschule) and, thanks to the major role they played in supporting the Challenge, we 
have established new collaborations with the other two: Hochschule Karlsruhe - Technik und 
Wirtschaft and Staatliche Hochschule für Gestaltung.

The purpose of my visits was to pitch our European Creative and SMART Cities Challenge and 
to see if anyone from Timişoara or Karlsruhe would be willing to support our project by  
providing student buddies to work with our students as well as lectures, city tours and site 
visits to local businesses and cultural organisations. This was quite a big ask and I was unsure 
of the reception I would get, especially given we only had 3 months to organise the visits. 
To my surprise and delight, I was met with universal enthusiasm and offers of support from 
everyone I met and left with the impression of both Timişoara and Karlsruhe as incredibly 
warm and hospitable cities with a tangible focus on creativity and innovation.

The outputs and outcomes we hope to have achieved from this project for NTU are:

• Build confidence, employment skills and a valuable and memorable experience for our 
   students 
• Pilot an innovative approach to enquiry-based learning in an international context
• Link together our work in economic development, teaching and research in partnership with   
   the partner universities in both Karlsruhe and Timişoara

And for the cities of Nottingham, Karlsruhe, and Timişoara, we hope this project will:

• Provide fresh ideas, insights and new thinking from 108 students and citizens of Nottingham
• Encourage greater engagement between the student population, city leaders and policy 
   formation

And most importantly,  we hope to build on and strengthen the friendship between all three 
cities by creating innovative and exciting new collaborations between our academics and city 
leaders as well as life-long friendships and networks between our students. 
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How far are new investments in employment, innovation and 
technology ‘of’ and ‘for’ the local community?  Is this possible?

Prior to the students leaving Nottingham, they visited a number of the City’s key SMART and 
creative sites including Biocity and the Creative Quarter. They also took part in a seminar led 
by Chris Lawton from Nottingham Business School (NBS).

During this he laid out his vision for SMART and creative cities, what this meant for  
Nottingham, and how the students can affect this through their travels. At the end of the  
session he laid out a series of questions and challenges for the students to think about on 
their travels, which in turn influenced the areas of work they would explore during the  
Challenge.

What are ‘smart cities’: is this ‘just’ about the smarter use of  
technology, or is it also about people – and smarter ways of  
doing things (including democracy and decision making)?

Do any cities you visit achieve an optimum mix – as ‘engines of  
leisure’, inclusive, ‘liveable’ cities but also centres of growth  
and opportunity?

Can you observe a trade-off in the evidence of ‘bottom-up’  
cultural and creative moments and ‘top-down’ investment  
and planning? 

Key questions
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After the SMART Cities Challenge was completed, Nottingham Trent University undertook a 
survey of all the students who participated in the Challenge. This section visualises the data  
collected and also showcases the diversity of students who took part.

Student Age Range

Age
18 19 20

Number of students

5

10

15

Age of Smart Cities Students

20

25

21 22 23+

30% of students
were 

non-British

20 different
countries were

represented
by students

Students
came from 
69 different

courses

Facts and figures
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Course Year
First Year Second Year Third Year

Number of students

10

Student Course Year

20

30

Fourth Year Post Graduate Unknown

NTU School

Year of study (undergraduates unless otherwise stated)

53 students from low income backgrounds and/or were in  
receipt of NTU bursaries took part in the challenge

Postgraduate
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“It was my first trip abroad and I was able to experience it with a 
group of lovely interesting people.”

“I really enjoyed the whole experience, especially the chance to 
see new cities and cultures. ”

“Great experience, nothing similar like it, good to work with a 
range of people i otherwise wouldn’t come in contact with”

“I really enjoyed the whole experience, especially the chance 
to see new cities and cultures.”

“It was an amazing experience all around - it was really in-
formative, I learnt a lot about SMART cities and the sustaina-
bility and improvement going on in capital cities over Europe. 
It was also really great to meet lots of new people from plac-
es around the world and from courses so different from mine! 
I have made lots of new connections from this trip.”
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I am a third year LGBTQI+ mature student at 
Confetti, and I took part in the SMART Cities 
Challenge because I wanted to 
experience a part of Europe that I had never 
been to before. For me, it was an opportunity 
to take part in an exciting adventure, meet 
new people, and form lasting friendships. I 
love to travel, and ultimately I got to take 
part in a trip that will live long in the 
imagination.
My group travelled across Europe via 
Brussels, Cologne, Vienna, and Budapest, 
arriving in Timişoara. Along the way we 
explored each city, looking at sustainability 
and new ideas in environmental issues that 
were integrated within the cities. We found 
green spaces in the unexpected places, new 
ways at looking at the world in Vienna, and 
a warm welcome waiting for us in Romania. 
I walked as much as I could, taking corners 
of the cities that sparked trains of thought 
that carried across all the cities we looked at, 
particularly how connected those cities were 
to their rivers.
A personal aim for me was to connect the 
dots across the journey, seeing the connected 
thinking from west to eastern Europe, 
especially how the use of public spaces 
placed into the focal points of the 
communities in smart ways. This fed into the 
bigger picture by allowing me to humanise 
the concepts we explored, and in turn opened 

up conversations with local people that I 
would not otherwise have had. In Vienna I 
spoke to a Canadian ex-patriot gentleman in 
the city who had seen it evolve and grow, and 
his insights fed into my perceptions of how 
the city was using its green spaces. In 
Budapest I looked for the architectural signs 
of the redevelopment, especially how the city 
was repurposing itself for sustainable 
transport and open spaces. This culminated in 
spending my time in Timişoara outside of the 
organised activities exploring the public 
spaces looking for how connected the city 
was for pedestrians.
On arriving home, I found myself looking at 
Nottingham through the lens of green 
spaces and how the city can better connect 
its suburbs with the city centre. My team 
chose to focus on the river, and our approach 
was to connect up those spaces, giving the 
city options on transport, connected spaces, 
and sustainability. In the end we won the 
poster competition, and it was an honour to 
represent NTU at the final showcase.
Ultimately, I felt I gained so much from my 
experience during the SMART Cities 
challenge. I connected with a team of great 
people, each of whom helped me see a 
different perspective on the world. It opened 
up new horizons for me, and I will definitely 
be going back to Romania and Vienna given 
half a chance.

Rachel Saunders  
Third-year NTU student - BSc (Hons) Games Production

Student profile
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“You’re very welcome in Nottingham Council 
House, I am really thrilled to be here tonight, 
as I was in Karlsruhe and Timişoara in April 
for the European Creative and SMART 
Cities Challenge to see some of the events 
that took place. 

Six and a half years ago, we set about 
thinking about our twin cities. We did an 
economic assessment of our twin city 
relationships and concluded there were a few 
of them that should be invested in. Karlsruhe 
was one of them, with whom we have had a 
relationship for fifty years. This relationship 
is based on a successful model because it is 
based on more than just civic links. We 
started a staff exchange programme 26 years 
ago which promotes a deeper understanding 
between our cities as well as economic and 
cultural links. Another benefit of the 
relationship is that both sides learn how to 
run cities. The staff on the exchange find out 
how Karlsruhe tackles some of the 
challenges we have, and how we tackle some 
of the challenges they have. It is amazing 
when you start thinking about it that we 
come down to a small number of similar 
things.

Timişoara was a bit of a different question 
for us, because it was not clear how the twin 
city partnership might drive economic links 
between our two cities. That was six and a 
half years ago. We are now in the tenth year 
of our relationship with Timişoara, so I am 
grateful to Stephen Williams and NTU for 
picking up and running with the thought of 
going back to Timişoara and re-engaging with 
them. I had a fantastic meeting with the 
Mayor and Vice-Mayor when we were out 
there in April and many of you were at the 
civic reception that we had the same evening. 
I felt genuine warmth from the city and a real 
opportunity to work together. 

What’s interesting is that NTU’s European 
Creative and SMART Cities Challenge has 
given us a platform to start re-engaging with 
Timişoara. It also shows that you must  
always review your decisions because six and 
a half years later their economy has changed 
beyond belief. 

They are now one of the powerhouses of 
Europe in terms of IT and the city has a huge 
SMART cities agenda which we can not just 
contribute to, but also learn from, particularly 
in transport.

Ian Curryer   
Chief Executive, Nottingham City Council
Speech given at final Showcase Event, 
Nottingham, 23 May 2019

Reconnecting cities
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So, it was great to see what all the NTU 
students and staff were doing in Karlsruhe 
and Timişoara and I’m looking forward 
tonight to hearing the outcomes of what you 
learned and your recommendations for the 
future developments you’d like to see imple-
mented here in Nottingham.

Why do we do some of this work? Well, cit-
ies all have similar challenges, and whether 
that’s clean air, or whether that’s how you 
house an increasing population, or whether 
it’s how you move people around the city, or 
whether it’s the new demands over having an 
ageing population and a need to tackle the 
support they require through different types 
of mechanisms, it’s amazing. I am very privi-
leged in my job as Chief Executive to get the 
chance to travel across the world and what I 
see is every city that I go to is wrestling with 
the same sorts of challenges.

 

I am hoping that out of the engagement we 
have had with Timişoara, Karlsruhe and NTU 
through this opportunity, we have rekindled 
our relationship with Timişoara and we can 
deepen our relationship with Karlsruhe. I am 
also hoping that we will learn some things 
from Europe that would be really helpful for 
us in Nottingham. You have seen not only 
Karlsruhe and Timişoara, but also the plac-
es you went to along the way that might be 
applicable for us to start to think about. In a 
time when austerity for councils is a really big 
challenge for us in this country, doing things 
in a smarter way and actually picking up a 
few very exact and fruitful ideas is the way 
we are going to have to operate going for-
ward.” 
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As part of a European Creative and SMART 
Cities Challenge, more than 100 Nottingham 
Trent University (NTU) students and 14 
academics visited Karlsruhe in Germany and 
Timişoara in Romania, supported by NTU 
Global.   

The students, many of whom were from 
widening participation backgrounds, spent 
time learning about Nottingham’s SMART and 
creative assets before they travelled to 
Europe. They then visited at least one 
SMART/Creative City on the way to Karlsruhe 
or Timişoara to look at specific initiatives to 
support creativity and innovation. 
These included Brussels, Paris, Vienna, and 
Budapest.

The students learnt from schemes currently 
in place in the European cities to suggest  
innovations for Nottingham, such as a clean 
air app, green corridors around the city,  
technology-enabled SMART parks and 
co-working spaces. 

A final Showcase Event then saw the students 
present their findings and recommendations 
to senior members of NTSU, Nottingham City 
Council, the Lord Mayor and representatives 
from Karlsruhe and Timişoara. The students 
worked in cross-subject teams of eight or 
nine members and each team presented a 
poster and a two-minute pitch.

Due to the high quality of the work presented 
by the students, Nottingham City Council has 
since offered four internships for selected  
students to work in its Economic 
 

Development Team during the 2019/20  
academic year and the summer vacation 
2020. 

In addition to the internships, the NTU 
students have been invited by Nottingham 
City Council’s director of Planning and 
Regeneration to present their 
recommendations to the recently elected 
Planning Committee, giving them another 
opportunity to engage with city leaders and 
provide feedback on the developments they 
would like to see which would encourage 
them to stay in the city after graduation.

Ian Curryer, Nottingham City Council chief 
executive, also travelled to Karlsruhe and 
spent time listening to the students’ ideas, as 
well as meeting with the universities and  
civic authorities. He said: “This project forms 
part of the emerging City Centre Strategy 
which is being developed with key partners 
and they are focusing on how we can build 
resilience for the city centre into the 2020s. 
The event was an opportunity for the 
students to present their innovative ideas on 
how to improve the city and was an 
example of how NTU and indeed the 
University of Nottingham are important 
partners in driving forward the ingenuity 
agenda in the City.”

For NTU, the project was designed to enter 
into a dialogue with citizens of Nottingham 
and two of its twin cities on how European 
“future” cities might work with their 
universities to support creativity and 
innovation in solving local and global 
challenges. 

After action report
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It also sought to demonstrate the University’s 
long-term commitment to European  
mobility and engagement post-Brexit and 
develop European networks for its staff and  
life-long friendships for its students. 

Professor Edward Peck, NTU Vice-Chancellor, 
said: “At times of uncertainty about our  
relationship with Europe, it is more important 
than ever to celebrate the benefits that the 
University - and especially our students - gain 
from our connections with the rest of the  
continent.” 

Following a meeting with the Mayor of 
Timişoara, Nicolae Robu, Nottingham and 
Timişoara also agreed to draft a five-year 
plan to relaunch and provide strategic 
direction to the twin city partnership in its 
10th anniversary year. NTU and its partner, 
West University of Timişoara, will be  
co-signatories.
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Showcase Event: winning poster
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“We found that Strasbourg flourishes with SMART transport. We thought 
that it was really important that what we saw in Strasbourg should be  
implemented in Nottingham.”

Blessing & Syed

“Young people reply on free WiFi due to economic factors. Nottingham, Lille, and 
Karlsruhe had strong signals in the cities centres and the universities. We ask 

for stronger WiFi as it will encourage tourism and innovation, as there is a risk 
of a two-tier population of connected and unconnected arising.”

Nishta

Showcase event: two-minute pitches
Each group gave a two-minute presentation to highlight their research
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“We wanted to bring sustainability into Nottingham that brings creativity 
and SMART ideas to the people. Vienna has an urban development  
program that enables economic growth through tourism and increase  
creativity. Budapest, Brussels, and Timişoara have many green spaces, 
which improve air quality and brings people together.”

Abbie

“Timişoara and Budapest are both very green cities. Research has shown that it 
helps improve mental health and air quality, and they also bring together  

historically segregated cities, which is why we recommend more green spaces in 
Nottingham.”

Kikki and Adam
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Our chosen topic was health, and I am 
excited today to present what we found. Our 
stopover city was Budapest, and while there 
we noticed that they made use of open 
spaces with things like skateparks and street 
food which created great atmospheres. 
Cycling was prevalent throughout the city and 
an abundance of bikes available throughout 
the city with digital kiosks in a variety of 
languages allowing easy rental. The trend 
of cycling being of major interest continued 
when we got to Timişoara. Everywhere had 
bike lanes, which were popular too. We also 
learned through talking with the students at 
West University of Timişoara that the 
university offers free bikes to all students. 
Spots for physical bikes, as well as maps, 
were plentiful, helping you get around on the 
bike. 

Our idea is based on our observations on the 
popularity of cycling in both cities. 
Nottingham has been working hard to 
integrate cycling into its citizens’ lives by 
building new cycling lanes and making bikes 
available to all citizens. We believe, however, 
that there is something missing that would 
make citizens and tourists more inclined to 
use a bike for leisure and commuting. 

According to research in behavioural 
economics, there are nine principles that 
underpin why the general populace behaves 
in the way that they do. When observing the 
cycling behaviour of the cycling populace in 
the countries we visited compared to 
Nottingham we noticed a big difference, 
namely the accessibility of information for 
good cycle routes and points of interest. 

As further research into this, we conducted a 
survey, from which we learned that 93% of 
the 60 people we surveyed did not travel by 
bike at all, with an overwhelming 
majority scoring themselves a 1 or 2 out of 
5 when it came to the knowledge of cycle 
routes around Nottingham. Despite an 
overwhelming majority saying they don’t 
cycle, over 30% said they would be very keen 
on taking up cycling. 

This is why our idea of a map placed 
strategically in the city centre will encourage 
people to cycle, bringing information to them 
instead of them having to seek it out 
themselves. Our idea is for it to be simple 
and easy to read with clear concise 
information, but not too much as to confuse 
someone who is considering cycling but not 
too sure. The map will therefore only feature 
key roads and routes that will provide people 
with the best experience of cycling around 
Nottingham for leisure and commuting. 
The map will also feature local independent 
healthy businesses appear on the map, which 
will help promote the local Nottingham econ-
omy, in turn opening up avenues for funding 
as businesses could put themselves on the 
map.

Showcase Event: winning pitch
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Impact of the trip
108 students and 12 academics took part in 
enquiry-based learning in an international 
context

It created opportunity for 53 students from 
low income backgrounds to conduct research 
in Europe and experience European travel

Long-lasting impact on NTU students and the 
relationship between Nottingham and its twin 
cities of Karlsruhe and Timisoara. The project 
has had a significant impact on the students, 
the University, the City and its partners. 
100% of respondents to the post-trip survey 
said they would take on another study abroad 
experience at NTU.

We have increased students’ knowledge of 
and interest in Nottingham, with several 
reporting they now plan to stay and set up 
creative businesses after graduation.

At a time when the UK public is disillusioned 
with politicians over Brexit, this project has 
engaged NTU and our students with their city 
leaders and with future policy formation.

NTU has developed 3 new high quality  
university partners (2 in Karlsruhe and 1 in 
Timisoara), extending the range of exchange 
opportunities for students and research  
opportunities for staff

Most significantly, the project has  
reignited the dormant 10-year relationship 
with Timisoara. Both cities have signed up to 
a new 5-year plan and NTU will be  
co-signatories.

 NTU’s profile has been raised significantly 
in Germany and Romania, with the British 
Council in both countries highly commending 
the project following its presentation at Going 
Global in Berlin in May.
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For more information please contact
Stephen Williams, Director NTU Global at:

stephen.williams@ntu.ac.uk

NTU Global Lounge
Goldsmith St
Nottingham 

United Kingdom
NG1 4BU

Please note that whilest the University has taken all reasonable stopes to ensure the accuracy of the content within this leaflet at 
the tiome printing, the University reserves the right to remove, vary or amend the content of the leaflet at any time. For avoid-
ance of doubt, the information provided within the content of this leaflet is for guidence purposes.
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