Milan’s Rise as Europe’s Scientific Diplomatic Capital

Milan’s institutional ascent in European science diplomacy marks a decisive shiftin
how diplomatic authority is produced and exercised. What was once the domain of
national capitals is how increasingly shaped by sub-national hodes whose influence
rests on technical capability instead of political mandates. Milan demonstrates how
well-established, internationalised, and strategically organised scientific ecosystems
can shape regional governance, strengthen multilateral alliances, and help set the
European Union’s technical and environmental standards.

In May 2026, Milan hosted the Times Higher Education Europe Universities Summit,
convening nearly 300 delegates from 172 institutions worldwide. Under the theme
“Unite to Lead: Elevating Europe’s Global Role in Higher Education,” the city became the
venue for one of Europe’s most consequential conversations on academic governance
and international mobility.

A central concern was the future of scientific mobility amid geopolitical realighments
and increasingly restrictive visa regimes. Europe’s recruitment footprint is expanding
across Asia and Africa; the challenge is no longer market entry but the administrative
bottlenecks that threaten this growth. By serving as both physical and intellectual host,
Milan confirmed that its academic ecosystem is not merely participating in Europe’s
higher-education landscape; it is actively steering its strategic direction.

This leadership is not episodic. Two months later, in July 2026, the Universita degli Studi
di Milano joined the EU Science Diplomacy Alliance, a network of 59 leading European
research institutes and global partners. This accession places Milan directly inside
Europe’s science-for-policy architecture, confirming that the city’s emerging diplomatic
posture is not symbolic but structural.

Diplomacy has long relied on informal knowledge networks. Today, these networks are
being formalised as universities take explicit diplomatic roles. European
higher-education leadership’s decision to convene its leading summit in Milan
effectively endorsed the city as a strategic anchor in this developing landscape. Milan’s
subsequent entry into the EU Science Diplomacy Alliance reciprocated that confidence,
beckoning that its academic ecosystem is prepared to shape transboundary knowledge
networks and strengthen Europe’s soft-power presence across global higher education.

Although Milan’s formal leadership within the European Higher Education Area appears
contemporary, its intellectual footprint is not. The city’s policy authority rests on
decades of scientific engagement that extend far beyond Europe, most visibly in
Pakistan’s high-altitude Karakoram and Himalayan ranges.



Building on the pioneering geological work of Ardito Desio, whose 1954 K2 expedition
laid the foundations of Italian high-mountain science, Milanese climate scientists and
glaciologists have spent decades collaborating with Pakistani researchers.

Through automated weather stations and satellite-based mapping of glacial retreat and
downstream hydrological risks in Gilgit-Baltistan, this partnership shows that Milanese
institutions were practising applied science diplomacy well before the term entered
Europe’s policy vocabulary.

By generating foundational data for climate resilience in South Asia, Milan’s research
ecosystem has become a global source of technical impact. This external footprint
mirrors the city’s internal academic gravity.

Consolidated research from Centro Studi Assolombarda shows that the Metropolitan
City of Milan now hosts 18,375 international degree-seeking students, accounting for
80.4% of all foreign scholars in Lombardy. This concentration positions Milan as an
autonomous European knowledge gateway.

Crucially, nearly 47% of foreign scholars in the metropolitan area are enrolled in STEM
fields: advanced engineering, computational sciences, structural biotechnology, and
architectural safety. Non-European students dominate, with Asia accounting for over
43% of total foreign enrolments, led by China, Iran, and India.

Despite geopolitical friction and stringent immigration frameworks, these technical
cohorts continue to grow. Milan is hosting global researchers and absorbing them into
its scientific and industrial fabric. These cohorts create durable, multi-directional
technical corridors linking Lombardy’s industrial ecosystem with engineering centres in
South Asia, advanced computing nodes in Iran, and biotechnology clusters across
China.

The city is actively expanding laboratory capacity, removing administrative bottlenecks,
and consolidating its position as a core actor for European science statecraft. Its
scientific influence depends on capital-intensive infrastructure, most prominently the
one-million-square-metre Milano Innovation District (MIND). Developed on the former
Expo 2015 site, MIND represents a shift from temporary event diplomacy to permanent
research capability.

By co-locating Human Technopole, the IRCCS Galeazzi-Sant’Ambrogio research
hospital, private biotechnology ventures, and the incoming science campus of
Universita degli Studi di Milano, MIND operates as a dedicated engine for global
life-science governance. Under an integrated One Health framework, it provides the
computational and laboratory capacity needed to turn academic internationalisation
into applied scientific output.



This local authority extends across Central and South-Eastern Europe. The Central
European Initiative (CEl), for example, anchors its primary science-diplomacy initiatives
in collaboration with Milanese academia. By convening research ministers, university
leaders, and policy decision-makers to address technological transitions and
innovation gaps, the CEl uses Milan as a strategic bridge linking Western European
research frameworks with the Danube, Alpine, and Balkan corridors.

Elite consortia such as the IDEA League and the ENHANCE Alliance, led locally by
Politecnico di Milano, further translate technical expertise into pan-European standards
and formulate policy recommendations directly for the European Commission.

Sub-national science diplomacy cannot entirely supersede state-level foreign policy.
However, as national foreign ministries face geopolitical gridlock and regulatory friction,
municipal and academic platforms serve as vital technocratic bridges.

By converting technical expertise, STEM concentration, and capital-intensive
infrastructure into diplomatic leverage, Milan offers a pragmatic blueprint for twenty-
first-century statecraft. In an increasingly fragmented global order, Southern Europe’s
diplomatic footprint is no longer written solely in state capitals; it is being engineered in
Milan.



