
Erasmus-Descartes Conference: 

bringing the cooperation between France and the Netherlands to a higher level 

 

Every year the embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in France and the French embassy in 
the Netherlands organise the Erasmus-Descartes Conference (EDC). The goal of this bilateral 
initiative is to strengthen the Franco-Dutch relations and keep them dynamic, and facilitate the 
networking of Dutch and French parties in strengthening existing partnerships and identifying new 
opportunities for joint action.  

The 2017 edition focused on Big Data. It was highly successful, and paved the way for the 2018 
edition centred around Artificial Intelligence (AI), a domain which is fuelled by big data, whereas 
computer power is its engine.  

The 2018 Erasmus-Descartes Conference on AI took place on Thursday the 15th and Friday 16th of 
November in Paris. Over 50 Dutch and French experts from the field of AI were present to share 
their knowledge and exchange views, aimed at building and strengthening (bilateral) cooperation. 
This year’s edition was organised in partnership with the foundation FranceisAI. Damien Gromier 
presented the AI ecosystem within and around this foundation. The conference gathered around 
250 participants from different sectors within the field of AI: researchers, entrepreneurs, policy 
makers and experts from various organisations. As in previous editions "Young Talents" also 
participated in the plenary sessions and workshops. Young talents are students or PhDs of 
remarkable intellectual prowess within fields of R&D and innovation. Both the Netherlands and 
France aim to boost young talent in Europe, in their professional as well as in their academic 
advancement. In all, 16 young talents took part in the 2018 AI Conference, after having been 
selected by the RFN (Réseau franco-néerlandais) and Nuffic (organisation for the 
internationalisation of education based in the Netherlands).  

The plenary sessions were divided into different themes each day: development in AI, international 
perspectives and responsible AI on Thursday, and the AI start-up scene, pitches by AI start-ups 
and innovation in education in coding on Friday. The workshops were divided into three fields of AI 
application: 1) health, 2) mobility and 3) culture/art. 

The conference was opened by the Ambassador of the Netherlands in France, Mr Pieter de Gooijer, 
who also stressed the importance of European collaboration. 

I – Plenaries  

For development in AI, leading Dutch AI-expert Max Welling and Inria’s Jean Ponce, presented 
their views on the development of this enabling and disruptive key technology and the acquisition 
of AI-talent within Europe. Ponce’s extensive work on computer vision was supported by a short 
overview of the history of AI, and a presentation of PRAIRIE (PaRis Artificial Intelligence Research 
InstitutE). PRAIRIE is one of the projects for interdisciplinary research and education in AI, pre-
selected within the 3IA initiative and thus said to become one of the go-to labs within France’s AI 
strategy. Ponce highlighted healthcare, personalized medicine and autonomous vehicles among the 
“explosion” of AI applications. At the same time he stressed scientific challenges such as reliability, 
explainability and privacy, all considered to be true societal issues in applying AI. Both speakers 
emphasised the importance of creating the right ecosystem within Europe, also as a means to 
attract, train and retain top AI talents. Furthermore, one of the discussion topics were public-
private partnerships, in a triple helix centred around the most efficient use of talent. Welling 
referred to the recently launched Innovation Centre for Artifical Intelligence (ICAI) as an example 
of what this dynamic entails. ICAI is a national initiative in the Netherlands focused on joint 
technology development between academia, industry and government in the area of AI. Five R&D 
labs have already been founded within ICAI. In the panel discussion Max Welling and Jean Ponce 
were joined by a young talent, Marie Anastacio. The session was moderated by Isabelle Ryl 
(former research director at Inria and appointed Head of PRAIRIE in October 2018). 

 

https://franceisai.com/
http://www.rfn.fr/en/
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/
https://www.inria.fr/en/
https://icai.ai/


For the second part of the plenary, Cécile Huet from the European Commission, explained the 
various dimensions of the European Union’s strategy: AI for good and for all. Mrs. Huet stressed 
the importance of joining forces to maximise benefits, making optimal use of the EU’s strengths 
and corresponding investments. She also highlighted how the EU is preparing for socio-economic 
challenges (labour market, talent) and set out the initiatives with regard to the ethical and legal 
framework. This set the stage for the ensuing debate, moderated by France Digitale’s Théau 
Poulat. Holger Hoos, professor at Leiden University and representative of CLAIRE (Confederation of 
Laboratories for Artificial Intelligence Research in Europe), underlined the benefits of working 
together as European countries, and tapping into our diversity – which is our strength. During this 
session, discussion was focused on the importance of creating a common policy on AI – a strategy 
that will enhance human lives and increase efficiency. Huet announced the arrival of an ethics 
framework, prepared by a high level group, which will be published in March 2019 by the European 
Commission. They were joined by Dirk Pilat from the OECD and Matthias Bethge, a Tuebingen 
University researcher, and one of the initiators of ELLIS, a network between excellence centres in 
machine and deep learning technology. Both CLAIRE and ELLIS are European AI initiatives.   

For the theme of responsible AI, the conference welcomed the president of CNIL, Isabelle Falque-
Pierrotin, who called for development of responsible AI strategies to improve human lives without 
loss of control. According to her, losing control is a concern felt by many citizens within European 
societies. The CNIL had recently published a report on short-term ethical challenges and brings 
forward two new responsible AI principles: vigilance and loyalty, which should improve citizen 
trust. Additionally, Jeroen van den Hoven, professor of Ethics and Technology at the Technical 
University of Delft, made his case for making responsible AI the highest priority within the field. 
According to him the declaration of human rights should not be pushed aside for AI, but fully 
applied within the domains of this key technology to ensure the optimal application of AI. Ethics by 
design and responsible research and innovation, in his view, should be among the core tasks of the 
EU. Nozha Boujemaa, who represented Inria and DataIA, and Hélène Jeannin, from OrangeLabs 
and ImpactIA, and Dutch Linda Kool from the Rathenau Institute joined them in the discussion. 
Paul-Marie Carfantan was the young talent in this panel discussion, moderated by Lousewies van 
der Laan, independent expert specialised in internet and governance.  

In the evening, attendees were invited to a networking event to identify future potential 
partnerships and to witness two testimonials from the young talents. Both testimonials advocated  
a unified European AI ecosystem, which would be able to fully utilise Europe’s many assets 
throughout the entire value chain.  

On Friday morning, the first part of the day was reserved for start-ups and AI. The programme 
was kicked off by Nils Beers and Frédéric Oru, from StartupDelta and NUMA respectively, and 
moderated by VivaTech’s Stacey Binnion. Beers highlighted the great potential of the Netherlands 
to become the AI hub of tomorrow, by emphasising the Dutch innovative character and the 
potential of the healthy Dutch economy for building an efficient AI ecosystem. Oru presented 
France’s broad and established start-up network, which has spread from Paris to the rest of France 
as well as to four other continents. France is a European leader in the field of start-ups in Data and 
AI, Biotech and MedTech, Internet of Things and sharing economy. Oru views the Netherlands and 
France as complimentary in the value chain.  

The discussion was followed by pitches from ten AI start-ups (five French and five Dutch), who 
presented their work before Beers, Oru and Binnion. Themes included mobility, music, facial 
recognition and health. After the conference, a broader selection of Dutch start-ups were part of a 
match-making session with potential investors at la French Tech, in Station F, world’s biggest 
start-up campus.  

The plenary ended with the topic of coding and innovation in education, moderated by Julien 
Carlier, who was also the master of ceremonies of the entire conference. He was joined by 
Europe’s innovative schools CODAM and Ecole 42, represented by David Giron and Olivier Crouzet, 
respectively. In his introductory talk Giron explained how CODAM is centred around an 
unconventional teaching method, which is tuition-free and based on autodidactic peer learning by 
trial and error. This method requires no prior experience or degree, which makes it a great way of 
tapping into, and boosting, talent which would otherwise be lost. The concept was started at Ecole 
42 in 2013, and was successful enough to be exported to other countries. CODAM, which was 
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founded in 2018 in Amsterdam, is one of its “spin-offs”. One of the success stories of this 
unconventional and innovative approach to education in coding was presented by them: the start-
up Recast.AI, represented by its founder Jasmine Anteunis.   

II – Workshops  
 
The  two-day workshops focused on three topics: 1) health, 2) mobility, 3) culture/art   
 

1) Health 
The AI and health workshop dealt primarily with the relation between doctors and patients 
and how AI might improve this relation. “In our lifetime, AI will not replace physicians. But 
it will profoundly change their practice.” This was one of the statements discussed, to 
which 89% of the audience agreed. Led by moderator Stephan Raaijmakers of TNO and 
eight Young Talents, six speakers presented how they see this transition and how they use 
AI to improve healthcare through image recognition and diagnostic applications. Wiro 
Niessen, from Quantib, described how he and his team are taking individual variability into 
account to treat dementia. Nicolas Villain (Philips) showed how he collaborates with 
hospitals to develop automatic screening solutions for tuberculosis, based on deep learning 
algorithms. Olivier Colliot, from the French national research centre CNRS, shared how AI 
can support clinical decisions in neurodegenerative diseases, while at the same time  
warned for the lack of reproducible research. Arnold Smeulders, from the University of 
Amsterdam, enlightened the audience on how AI changes the way patients and doctors 
navigate the healthcare system. Large amounts of data are collected in the system and 
fuel AI, but the complexity of data processing also poses risks. Jean-Emmanuel Bibault, 
oncologist at Hospital Georges Pompidou, underlined that AI often lacks interpretability, 
not knowing why the system gives a certain outcome. Without explainability, trust in AI 
cannot be ensured. Hence, common principles are vital for the healthcare sector; the FAIR 
Data Principles - as explained by Barend Mons from GO FAIR – are a step forward to 
ensure data can be automatically processed in a safe and high-quality manner. As a 
follow-up to the conference, these experts have agreed to publish a co-authored scientific 
paper on AI and health in the beginning of 2019.  

 
2) Mobility 

A very interactive AI for mobility workshop took place with French and Dutch stakeholders 
from research institutes such as TNO, Eindhoven University, Inria and VEDECOM, 
companies like NXP, Transdev, SNCF and ADMCS, and representatives from both the Dutch 
and French governments. It was moderated by Bram Hendrix from AutomotiveNL and 
Nicolas Dattez from Mov’eo, and included the participation of four Young Talents. The 
discussion was centred around autonomous driving, related risks, safety and security 
issues.  
Maurice Geraets, managing director of NXP Netherlands, emphasised that without AI, there 
will be no autonomous driving. This was confirmed by Gijs Dubbelman, from the Technical 
University Eindhoven, who argued that driving a car safely requires more intelligence than 
winning the world chess championship. According to Bertrand Leroy from VEDECOM, time 
has come to assess the true reliability of an autonomous car. As a coordinator Autonomous 
Vehicle at Transdev, Frederic Saffroy explained that a good place to start would be to have 
an autonomous service project be accepted by the general population. 
Arjan van Vliet, representing the Dutch RDW Vehicle Authority, argued that AI in road 
traffic needs a regulatory body to enforce road safety. He added that governments should 
play a supporting role in adapting legislation, gathering different parties and stimulating 
knowledge and research.  
Progress in autonomous vehicles fascinates and interests many stakeholders, but 
questions like “how to avoid driving around for millions of km in order to validate 
autonomous vehicles?” and “Do we need full (level 5) automated driving to make our 
roads safer?” call for further research and developments for the these questions to be 
answered adequately.  
The last word came from Joël Valmain, French Interministerial Delegate for Road Safety 
who expressed that artificial intelligence will never replace human intelligence. 
Overall, the workshop showed that AI offers a lot more possibilities for the mobility sector 
and could be used for a more fluent transport system (rail, containers), both for people as 
for goods. This workshop demonstrated that France and the Netherlands have their 
complementary strengths and that the two countries have to join forces on AI in Europe, 
so as to fully participate in the developments of AI technology on a global scale. 
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3) Culture/arts 
While the health and mobility workshops dealt mainly in the workings and possible 
applications of AI, the culture workshops showed the creative functions AI has, and its 
great potential for artistic creation.  
The workshops culture and AI were two sessions with a total of five speakers, one start-up 
and four Young Talents. In these workshops speakers and participants made the link 
between culture and AI, guided by moderator Justyna Swat, a co-founder of multiple 
innovative platforms. The speakers' diversity in background and focus enriched the variety 
of subjects  discussed. Anne-Cécile Worms from Artjaws highlighted AI-art and its 
influence on the art market. Jeroen van der Most showed some of his own AI-art; and 
Arjan Scherpenisse presented his literary app (which he created in collaboration with Dutch 
writer Arnon Grunberg), and one of his chat-bots. Philippe Guillaud, from Muzeek, showed 
the audience how to compose music with AI. The artistic duo Studio Drift showed how AI 
can be used to create stunning and surprising visuals and design. It must be noted that 
the discussions naturally gravitated toward discussing the ethics of AI; for example, how 
far we may go, what scenarios are plausible, in addition to an agreement on humanity 
having to be the centre of art created with AI. The debate flowed freely and lively. 

 

III – Conclusion  

The 2018 Erasmus-Descartes Conference on AI was a great success. It was attended by 250 
participants, 50 speakers, and many interesting and fruitful partnerships were facilitated, as the 
closing speech of Ambassador de Gooijer highlighted. Existing relations were strengthened and 
new avenues were presented in education, R&D and innovation, including start-ups. The 
compatibility of France and the Netherlands, both bilaterally and within the EU, as partners in AI 
throughout the entire value chain was confirmed by the lively and inspiring exchanges.  

 

In 2019 the Erasmus-Descartes conference will take place in Amsterdam. The subject for the 17th 
edition was announced by the French ambassador in the Netherlands, Mr Philippe Lalliot: Société 
de la connaissance et énergies. Rendez-vous again next year!  

 

To get an impression of the 2018 Erasmus-Descartes Conference, watch our after-movie!  
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