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There is simply no denying China’s growing 

influence on the world marketplace and as 

a major international influence in research, 

education and in the development of new 

technologies. China invests heavily in not only 

the technical and natural sciences, but the 

humanities and the social sciences as well. This 

provides inspiring opportunities for new part-

nerships for the University of Copenhagen and 

makes it possible to optimise already existing 

collaborations. 

The development of research fields such as 

novel energy technologies, green living, na-

noscience, biotechnology and food science is 

important in both China and Denmark. The 

two countries are also involved in research into 

social welfare and healthcare systems, public 

administration and social development. These 

shared interests are reflected in the growing 

number of research collaborations the Uni-

versity of Copenhagen has entered into with 

Chinese partners. The Sino-Danish Center for 

Education and Research (SDC) is an example of 

increasing Danish-Chinese collaboration on des-

ignated research topics and the development of 

novel master’s degree programmes. 

Another example of the rewarding and growing 

collaboration between China and Denmark was 

the opening of BGI in Copenhagen in 2012. The 

facility is BGI’s first European genome research 

centre, and the venture was made possible by 

the close relationship between Danish and Chi-

nese researchers.

A common present  
and a shared future

There is a growing demand for graduates who, 

along with an understanding of Chinese poli-

tics, culture and society, can speak Chinese. 

Each year, 50 new students begin studying Chi-

nese at the University of Copenhagen – twice as 

many as just ten years ago.

Trust, respect and sharing obligations are pre-

requisites for a mutually successful partnership. 

Exchanging ideas, technology and education in 

a global context marked by mutual interdepen-

dence will reap rewards for both the University 

of Copenhagen and the universities and re-

search institutions of our Chinese partners.

This magazine is intended to introduce who we 

are, what the University of Copenhagen does 

and why we do it. The articles detail the suc-

cessful collaborations the University has had 

with Chinese institutions and stakeholders.

We are proud of the wide range of our shared 

efforts and hope you will enjoy reading about 

them.

Thomas Bjørnholm, 

prorector
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WHEN PROFESSOR and Scientific Director Oluf Borbye Pedersen visited China in 2009, 
ready to make a substantial financial investment in genetic research methods, he was blissfully 
ignorant of the challenges ahead.
   The grant, made possible by the Lundbeck Foundation, was to fund ways to help decode 
the two per cent of the human genetic material converted into protein substances, and identi-
fying weak links that hike up the risk of heart disease, obesity and type 2 diabetes.
   He was heading for southern China and BGI in Shenzhen, the world’s leading centre for 
genome sequencing and key to the project’s success.
   “We definitely needed the Chinese on board if we were to keep within the time frame and 
grant budget. BGI has a huge surplus of resources, about 100 cutting-edge gene sequencing 
machines and a network that includes thousands of the best researchers in the field. But the 

Pioneering chinese research 
         driven by DANISH GENES

Pioneering genetic research relied on a unique mix of Danish biological  

learning and Chinese technology. And finally, for Professor Oluf Borbye 

Pedersen, the wilderness of cultural differences bloomed into fruitful 

collaboration.

BY LYKKE FABRICIUS PORT

The picture shows bachteria in the large intestine
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first step was to finalise a concrete agreement,” explains 
Pedersen, who is the head of LuCamp, the Lundbeck 
Foundation’s genetic research centre. He is also Director of 
Research at the Novo Nordisk Foundation Center for Basic 
Metabolic Research, a part of the Faculty of Health and 
Medical Sciences at the University of Copenhagen.

Crossing the cultural divide 

He describes the next four months as something of a disas-
ter. The scale of the culture clash surprised him and though 
both parties spoke English, all the words and agreements 
were open to interpretation.
   “Looking back, I should have taken some anthropologists 
with me. Building a productive relationship spanning the 
cultural divide was no easy task. But once the quality stand-
ards were defined, the responsibility was allocated and I’d 
been accepted, I was treated like one of the family and have 
never seen such dedicated employees,” Pedersen says.
   The Chinese researchers worked almost round the clock, 
sacrificing their few days off to the project, which achieved 
pioneering results in nine months.

We can’t move mountains 
without having visions and 
appreciating the importance 
of working with some of the 
pioneers in the field.

Altogether, about 70,000 new variations of the human 
genome were mapped. The 20,000 thought most likely to 
cause disease were then installed on a microchip and studied 
in the genetic material of 16,000 Danes. After 47 gene vari-
ants were studied in 45,000 Europeans, two new genes were 
found in the human genetic material that raise the risk of 
developing type 2 diabetes, and a new gene was found that 
regulates the beneficial HDL cholesterol in the blood.

Good gut feeling

While blazing a trail in genetic research, BGI has also 
provided advanced methods for analysing and identifying 
the one and a half kilos or so of bacteria we all have in our 
intestines that are vital for our health. As they cannot be 
grown in a laboratory, until recently, these bacteria were a 
mystery. Now we can identify them by their DNA. Initial 
results show that these bacteria influence how lifestyle 
diseases such as type 2 diabetes develop. Now the goal is to 
determine whether the bacteria also play a role in diseases 
such as schizophrenia and sclerosis and what happens to the 
bacteria in people on vegetarian diets or taking antibiotics.
   “My family and I lived in China for 18 months and 
though the first four months were the hardest in my career, 
I couldn’t have completed the project without being there 
myself. Another positive side-effect was that our collabora-
tion helped BGI and a range of Danish university groups 
win a grant from the Danish National Advanced Technol-
ogy Foundation and last year BGI established its European 
headquarters and gene sequencing laboratory in Copen-
hagen. This is sure to shape future Danish and European 
genetic research, and it clearly shows that we can’t move 
mountains without having visions and appreciating the 
importance of working with some of the pioneers in the 
field,” says Pedersen.

LUCAMP

In 2007, the Lundbeck Foundation donated DKK 
60m for a new Danish-Chinese research centre 
called LUCAMP - the Lundbeck Foundation Centre 
for Applied Medical Genomics in Personalised 
Disease Prediction, Prevention and Care (www.
lucamp.org).

The centre unites nine leading research groups 
from the Steno Diabetes Center in Gentofte and
three Danish universities with leading researchers 
from Beijing Genomics Institute (BGI), which is 
based in Shenzhen outside Hong Kong.

The Cobis building where BGI Europe resides.



Profi le / CHINA6

IN RECENT YEARS, a strong interest in clean energy has 
emerged in China. The Chinese government has elaborated 
ambitious plans to reduce energy intensity and to increase 
the proportion of clean energy in the energy mix while not 
jeopardising economic growth.
   “China is now the biggest producer and user of small-scale 
wind turbines in the world, and this sub-sector continues to 
expand rapidly,” says Jørgen Delman, a professor of China 
Studies and expert on Chinese renewable energy policy. 
   China has more hydroelectric generators than any other 
country. It has also emerged as the world’s largest manufac-
turer and consumer of solar water heaters and is the world’s 
third largest producer of bio-ethanol. This investment of 
money and political influence to harness the country’s 
energy resources in a sustainable manner has resulted in 
unprecedented, renewable energy technology research and 
development. 
   Clearly, China neither has the intention to reinvent the 
wheel, nor will it solely rely on the off-the-shelf solutions 
that can be used immediately, especially given the scale and 

China has emerged as the 

world’s largest manufacturer 

and consumer of solar water 

heaters.

The size and scale of the challenges facing China, and the speed with 

which the country is required to address them, is a catalyst for innovation 

in the search for novel solutions and more sustainable ways to support the 

country’s rapid development and increasing energy consumption. Wind 

energy, hydropower, biofuel and research collaborations are all part of the 

solution.

Developing novel  
energy technologies

BY MAI CORLIN & MADELEINE RYE JØRGENSEN 

complexity of the issues that the country is encountering. 
This situation presents an opportunity for more involve-
ment from the University of Copenhagen and Denmark.
   “Without doubt, technology transfer is an important and 
effective shortcut for China to catch up with the developed 
countries,” says Delman. “However, China is also aware 
that without active co-operation and collaboration with the 
international scientific community, the capacity to absorb 
transferred technologies remains under-developed.”
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Developing novel energy technologies  
- together

The Danish government has taken up the challenge and 
initiated the Sino-Danish Renewable Energy Development 
(RED) programme, which aims to support China in de-
veloping renewable energy, enhance energy supply security 
and reduce greenhouse gas emissions. These goals will be 
accomplished through development of China’s strategic 
planning institutions and by enhancing Danish-Chinese 
research collaboration. 
   Delman recently served as process consultant for China 
National Renewable Energy Centre (CNREC), a part of the 
RED programme. He underlines that Denmark has a lot 
to offer in terms of novel energy technologies and energy 
systems management. But he also points out the need for 
Denmark to act strategically and quickly to get a bigger 
stake in China’s development in this important field.
   “If we want a bigger share of China’s development, we 
will have to make it clear what we bring to the table,” 
says Delman. “The RED programme has the potential to 
put Denmark in a central position in relation to China’s 
development of renewable energy. CNREC will be a major 
national information hub for renewable energy and charge 
international collaboration in renewable energy on behalf of 
the Chinese National Energy Administration.”
   Professor Delman believes that as a key partner in this 
venture, Denmark will have a unique opportunity to be 
involved up front in the exciting development of the biggest 
and fastest moving renewable energy market in the world.

     Jørgen Delman is professor       
     of China Studies at the
     Department of Cross-Cultural  
     and Regional Studies (TORS)   
     at the University of 
     Copenhagen.

     Delman’s primary research   
     interest is contemporary 
     Chinese politics and gover-

nance: relations between the party-state, society, 
and business; the development of the party-state 
system and political culture. He studies Chinese 
politics through specific issues such as sustainable 
energy, climate change and environment. 

In 2008, Delman produced the report Nordic Col-
laboration in Energy Research and Development 
together with Chen Yong for Nordic Institute of 
Asian Studies (NIAS) while Delman served as direc-
tor there.
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WHILE DANES OFTEN TALK about the weather, the Chinese often talk about food. 
The question, “Have you had anything to eat?” is common. Often, the meaning behind 
the query is actually, “How are you doing? Are you okay?” The assumption being, of 
course, that if you have not eaten, you are not okay. 
   In China, business dinners, family reunions and gatherings with friends usually take 
place around a large, round table – often at a local restaurant – making it possible to share 
the overwhelming variety of different dishes from the Chinese kitchen. One dish per per-
son is an unlikely sight at a traditional Chinese restaurant. 

Many diet and health traditions have become globalised. 

Still, different sciences, cultures and philosophies continue 

to shape what we believe about food, nature and the 

human body. A Danish-Chinese PhD course examines the 

similarities and differences in attitudes about food and 

health in Denmark and China.

Food is Medicine  
Medicine is Food

BY MAI CORLIN
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   To address the differences in attitudes towards food and 
nutrition between Denmark and China, Per Sangild, a pro-
fessor of nutrition, has put together the PhD course “Food, 
Medicine and Philosophy in East and West” in collabora-
tion with researchers from University of Hong Kong. Sang-
ild has worked closely with Chinese partners for the past 15 
years and has experienced the differing attitudes up close.

Attitudes influence the scientific mindsets

“Attitudes towards healthy food and nutrition vary a lot 
among different geographical regions,” says Sangild. “It is 
more than a ‘sociological curiosity’, because it influences the 
way we think about science. We want to give the students a 
mind-blowingly intense experience of the contrasts between 
Denmark and China when it comes to food, medicine and 
health.”
   Sangild says the course will challenge students to under-
stand the cultural underpinnings of science and culture. 
Food and health are relevant examples because they are 
clearly essential for everyone.
   PhD student Jie Yin, from the Department of Food Sci-
ence at the University of Copenhagen, was excited when he 
heard about the course. As a Chinese student studying in 
Denmark, he was curious about Danish food customs and 
chose to enrol in the course as a way to learn more and as 
part of his PhD coursework.

Attitudes towards  

healthy food and nutrition 

vary a lot among different 

geographical regions.

Food, Medicine and Philosophy 
in East and West

The course consists of two parts held at two 
different locations: Lecture and report work 
are conducted at the Faculty of Science, 
University of Copenhagen, while field studies 
are done in Hong Kong/Guangzhou, China. 
The course lasts three weeks.
 
The course was developed and is run by the 
Department of Human Nutrition, University 
of Copenhagen, along with the PhD Research 
School, FOOD Denmark. In 2011, the Faculty 
of Biological Sciences, University of Hong 
Kong, Tao Fong Shan Christian Centre and the 
Faculty of Theology, University of Copenhagen 
shared responsibility for the course.

As a Chinese student studying in Denmark, 
Jie Yin was curious about Danish food customs 
and chose to enrol in a PhD course as a way to 
learn more.

    “In China we say ‘food is medicine, medicine is food’.” 
says Jie Yin. “The idea has its roots in traditional Chinese 
medicine (TCM) and the saying also reveals something 
about the attitude towards food in Chinese society, where it 
is included as a key component in medicinal treatment.”
   Jie Yin says that in the West, medicine is a science and is 
designed to target specific areas, whereas TCM takes a more 
holistic approach to the human body. He says that being 
aware of these differences in attitudes towards food as it 
relates to medicine gives him a better background for doing 
proper scientific work within the field of food science.
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During visits to various 

centres of bioscience 

research, I have been 

struck by how much 

energy and excitement 

there is surrounding the 

life sciences.

In advanced medical life sciences research, being first carries much 

prestige. China has announced its intentions to become an important 

global player in both genomic and stem cell research. This ambition 

has manifested itself through government funding of life sciences, 

the emergence of an endogenous biotech industry and an increasing 

number of Sino-European – and not least, Sino-Danish – research col-

laborations.

CHINA  and the 
global biotech race 
– the ethics of collaboration

BY AYO WAHLBERG

“AND HERE WE HAVE 
ZHENG MENGFU, 
China’s first ‘test tube baby’ 
born in 1988. She is seen 
together with Prof. Zhang 
Lizhu, her ‘creator’.” 
   Immediately before 
projecting the image of the 
beaming professor cradling 
a newborn baby at a Bei-
jing workshop on repro-
ductive medicine, Qiao Jie, 
of the Reproductive Medi-
cine Centre at the Peking 
University Third Hospital, 

had shown an almost identical picture of Louise Brown, the 
world’s first test-tube baby, who was born in 1978. 
   Brown was shown being held by her ‘creators’ from the 
United Kingdom, Dr Robert Edwards and Dr Patrick Step-
toe. The message was clear: China was catching up with the 
West when it came to new reproductive technologies.
   In advanced medical life sciences research, being first car-
ries with it much prestige. In the early 1990s, two compet-
ing teams raced to become the first to have sequenced the 
entire human genome. By 2000, a working draft had been 
completed (by both teams) leading US President Bill Clin-
ton and British Prime Minister Tony Blair to call a joint 
press conference to hail such a ‘historic achievement’. 
   Yet, the race to be first was also notoriously implicated 
in the downfall of prominent Korean stem cell scientist 
Hwang Woo-Suk. Hwang became a national hero in South 

Korea following publication of an article in the March 2004 
issue of the journal Science in which he reported the first 
ever stem cell line generated from a cloned human embryo. 
By late 2005, Hwang’s ‘achievements’ had been exposed 
as fabrication; he had faked data and unethically procured 
thousands of human egg cells. This eventually led to his 
resignation and disgrace.

From brain-drain to brain-gain

On both fronts – genomic and stem cell research – China 
has announced its intentions to become an important 
global player. This ambition has manifested itself through 
government funding of life science research (e.g. the 863 
and 973 programmes, which are two major national basic 
research programmes initiated to boost China’s research), 
the emergence of an endogenous biotech industry and 
efforts to turn brain-drain into brain-gain by luring young 
Chinese researchers back from Europe and the US following 
their PhD studies with promises of new laboratory facili-
ties and funding. It has also led to an increasing number 
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of Sino-European – and not least, Sino-Danish – research 
collaborations.
   Over the past few years, I have had the opportunity to 
follow China’s emergence as a biotech power through the 
lens of a joint Chinese-European project on the ethics of 
biological and biomedical research called BIONET, which 
is funded by the European Commission, and my own cur-
rent Sapere Aude-funded research project on reproductive 
technologies in China. 
   During visits to various centres of bioscience research 
in Shanghai, Beijing, Changsha and Shenzhen, I have 
been struck by how much energy and excitement there is 
surrounding the life sciences. When asked about access to 
so-called ‘spare embryos’ left-over from infertility treatment 
(many scientists in Western countries have spoken of dif-
ficulties in getting access to embryos for research purposes), 
stem cell scientists replied ‘our tanks are bursting’ – a 
curious side effect of China’s one-child policy. Genomic 
research centres packed with state-of-the-art sequencing 
machines and data storage hardware explained how they 
could sequence an entire genome in 24 hours - and even 
that time frame is dropping - and how they were working 
together with international colleagues to bring costs down 
to $1,000, perhaps as low as $100, per genome. Indeed, the 
recent opening of BGI Europe in Copenhagen is part of this 
collaborative effort.

Ethical challenges

With growing international prominence comes increased 
scrutiny of scientific practice – not only with regards to the 
quality and rigour of scientific research but also in the area 
of ethical integrity. 

Governments, scientists and clinicians are reliant on vol-
unteer human subjects in their quest to develop advanced 
life sciences research – either as recipients of experimental 
therapies (such as gene therapies or stem cell therapies) or as 
donors of biological samples and biographical information. 
As a result, China has begun building up ethical govern-
ance systems for life sciences research including new forms 
of legislation, ethical oversight mechanisms and mandatory 
voluntary informed consent procedures for all research 
involving human subjects. 
   However, gaps between regulation and implementation 
remain. Increased Sino-European collaboration has raised 
questions concerning how to co-ordinate or synchronise 
ethical requirements across different systems of ethical 
governance.
   It is here that disciplines like anthropology come into 
the picture. By conducting empirical studies of the hu-
man interactions that make life sciences research possible 
we can bring these challenges to light. As an ADI postdoc, 
I am looking into China’s efforts to develop reproductive 
technologies in the context of infertility treatment through 
fieldwork at leading fertility clinics and their laboratories in 
China.

Scientists managing sequencing machines at the Beijing Genomics Institute, Shenzhen, China.

Ayo Wahlberg is a postdoctoral research fellow at the Asian Dy-
namics Initiative, Department of Anthropology, University of Copenhagen. 
Ayo Wahlberg participates in a joint Chinese-European project on 
the ethics of biological and biomedical research called BIONET, 
funded by the European Commission. He also directs a Sapere 
Aude-funded research project on reproductive technologies in 
China. 
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AS THE FIRST POSTDOC from the Center for Mo-
lecular Nanoelectronics – a Danish Chinese collaboration 
– Jakob K. Sørensen was a trailblazer on a path that was as 
much a scientific as it was a cultural exchange. Sørensen is 
developing molecules with electrical properties and as part 
of his research has delivered molecules to his Chinese col-
leagues who have run tests on them.
   “I am now better at producing individual prototypes for 
the testing of organic semi-conductors,” Sørensen said about 
the benefits of the collaboration. “For my part, I’ve helped 
the Chinese improve at chemical synthesis.”

China in Danish

But it is not merely the differences in the specific techniques 
and knowledge within nanotechnology that separates Dan-
ish and Chinese researchers. They also have very different 
understandings of what is work time and what is free time.
   “When Danes are at work, we work, and when we have 
free time, we don’t work. That’s not how it is in China,” 
Sørensen explains. “The Chinese spend many hours at work, 
and they also spend a lot of time going out to eat, sleeping 
and playing badminton. It meant that I had to learn a new 
understanding of how long I was supposed to stay at work 
because they thought I was ‘confused’ when I wanted to go 
home at five.”
   Sørensen took the opportunity to work in China because 
he was interested in learning more about the country and 
its culture. After working many hours together with his 
Chinese colleagues, and having learned their work habits, 

When researchers from different countries col-

laborate in the exchange of knowledge, they 

also have to learn to understand each other’s 

cultures. For Jakob K. Sørensen one of the most 

common questions he was asked while in China 

doing his postdoctoral research was, “Maybe 

you are confused?”

customs and gained intimate knowledge about his local 
community, Sørensen is now able to navigate in Chinese – 
whether it’s buying locally, ordering food or working in the 
laboratory. Sørensen is fascinated by China. Although after 
landing a job at a Danish company, he’s decided to remain 
in his home country for the time being.

Denmark in Chinese

Tao Li is also a postdoc from the Center for Molecular 
Nanoelectronics and has lived in Denmark for two years. In 
that time Li developed a good understanding of how Danes 
work and explains that power structures and management 
style form the main difference between the way Danes and 
Chinese work.
   “In Denmark I can discuss with my professors and 
exchange ideas. In China we only work on the professor’s 
idea,” Li says, adding that there is more teamwork in Den-
mark while in China people tend to work more on their 
own.
   Another difference that Li has noticed is that while the 
Chinese tend to be hard working and focused, work takes 
up less of people’s time in Denmark. He said that he sees 
both the advantages and disadvantages with the two at-
titudes and says the he hopes to use his knowledge about 
work practices and cultures to build a bridge between 
international and Chinese researchers when he eventually 
returns home.

Personal chemistry

The Center for Molecular Nanoelectronics has branches in 
both Beijing and Copenhagen and was established in 2009 
with a DKK 15 million grant from the Danish National Re-
search Council. Collaboration between Danish and Chinese 
researchers started in 2006, however, and has continued due 
to the maintenance of good personal relations.
   “This is very important when working with the Chinese,” 
Prorector Thomas Bjørnholm, who heads the centre, says. 
He believes that the two countries could learn a lot from 
their different teaching traditions.
   “For example, the Chinese learn by repetition and are very 
systematic and industrious, whereas Danes are more prob-
lem oriented,” Bjørnholm says, adding that he hopes the 
collaboration will blossom in the coming years, something 
he says would benefit Danish research and business.

BY RIKKE BØYESEN

Molecular 
nanoelectronics
         in danish 
and chinese 
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What difference does Sino-Danish collaboration make  
for breast cancer research?
The general belief had been that China had a low breast cancer rate. However, improvements in 
diagnosing and tracking the disease in China revealed that it is just as high as in other coun-
tries. Our Chinese partners are very strong in bioinformatics and gene sequencing, while we are 
a bit ahead in biology. This is where it becomes essential to collaborate and to capitalise on our 
complementary competences. We send DNA and RNA from biological material to our Chinese 
partners who perform bioinformatics and provide fast and efficient sequencing. It really is pure 
synergy.

What has been the best part of the collaboration experience?
The insight gained into a completely different culture has been the most positive part of the 
experience. Our Chinese partners have different methods of addressing and viewing scientific is-
sues than we do, and it has been enlightening to get a glimpse into their world. It has also been 
interesting to combine our competences within breast cancer biology with the knowledge and 
knowhow that our Chinese partners have within gene sequencing and bioinformatics. And, of 
course, we have made some fantastic friends along the way.

What has been the biggest challenge?
The differences between our cultures have been a challenge, as has the geographical distance 
between the two countries. Even though there are many methods of instant communication 
available now, it is often better to be there in person. Perhaps because Denmark is such a small 
country, we have occasionally felt a bit marginalised. Nevertheless, BGI, the world’s largest ge-
nomics and bioinformatics analysis centre, placed their European headquarters (BGI Europe) in 
Copenhagen. That is quite an achievement.

Do you have any advice for others considering research collaboration?
Throughout our collaboration with our Chinese partners, it has been very important for us to 
establish both personal relationships and networks. Mutual visits have proved to be very fruitful. 
We have had to grasp the Chinese concept of ‘guanxi’ (connections), which is a network of 
informal, personal relations and exchange of information. We have embraced guanxi as a part 
of our efforts to collaborate with the Chinese on the highest possible levels. Likewise, we have 
realised that collaboration must be based on shared expectations, initiatives and responsibilities. 

Questions on
Sino-Danish Cancer  
Research Collaboration

2

1

3

4

Professor Nils Brünner from the University of Copenhagen is centre 

director at Sino-Danish Breast Cancer Research Centre and one of the 

Danish researchers who have collaborated with Chinese colleagues in 

order to break frontiers in health sciences. Professor Brünner answers 

questions about the challenges and benefits on Sino-Danish collaboration.

The Sino-Danish Breast Cancer Research Centre is funded by the Danish National Research Foundation and  
National Natural Science Foundation of China. 
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THE WATER AND ENVIRONMENT programme 
offered by the Sino-Danish Center provides an exciting op-
portunity for Danish and Chinese specialists to collaborate 
on finding solutions to the water challenge – for China, 
Denmark and for the rest of the world.

The water well of Beijing

Visitors to the Summer Palace in Beijing during the winter, 
when dry winds blow from the north, often encounter de-
siccated lakes. Over the last decade, Beijing has experienced 
a severe water shortage; the city’s per capita water resources 
have declined to 100m3, an amount far below the 1,000m3 
that international standards say indicate a water shortage. 
As the Gobi desert creeps ever closer, Beijing’s rural and 
agricultural hinterlands have an ever-increasing demand for 
water, underlining the crucial need for proper management 
of water resources. 
   Water & Environment is a new MSc programme offered 
by the Sino-Danish Center that trains graduates to find 
solutions to water and environment issues like those facing 
Beijing. 
   “The Beijing area serves as a good starting point for study-

Pressure on the earth’s freshwater resources is increasing. Food production 

accounts for 65 per cent of global human water consumption, while households 

and consumers also place heavy demands on the fresh water supply. China’s 

rapidly expanding economy has created an especially challenging situation. 

MANAGING WATER  
finding solutions

BY ELIZABETH JILL ARCHER AND MAI CORLIN

ing and conducting research on water and environment in 
China, since the area is facing many water related issues,” 
says Professor Peter E. Holm, the principal co-ordinator of 
the Water & Environment programme. “The proximity of 
the educational facilities to Yanqi Lake make it an impor-
tant and convenient source of research for students.”
   The master programme will be conducted in the northern 
Beijing district of Huairou, close to Yanqi Lake. The district 
has 18 reservoir lakes and 42 wells with a daily water supply 
of 335,000m3. It provides both direct and emergency water 
resources to Beijing. Yanqi Lake and other parts of China’s 
diverse landscape will provide case studies in modelling, 
managing and monitoring freshwater resources and devel-
oping solutions to save water and solve pollution problems 
on a local and global scale.
   “This new programme is really a unique opportunity to 
study China’s water,” says Holm.

Learning the language

Mira Willkan, a biology graduate at the University of 
Copenhagen, will be spending the next two years study-
ing water management and the environment in China. For 
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Willkan the combination of learning about a foreign culture 
first hand and learning directly applicable methods to cre-
ate a better water environment was what prompted her to 
apply.
   “The moment I heard about this new programme I knew 
it was for me,” says Willkan. “The structure and content 
of the programme allows you to gain hands-on experience 
and deep knowledge of the management of water and the 
environment.”
   Willkan says she is very curious and excited about China 
and that she intends on learning the language during her 
two years in the country.

Rethinking water 

Safe management of the world’s water resources is critical to 
life on earth. Rethinking water use and management tech-
nologies is both a necessity and an industrial opportunity. 
Due to strict environmental legislation and enforcement, 
Danish public and private organisations have extensive 
experience in developing and implementing efficient water 
management policies and practice. China has initiated 
a national water research programme and in the coming 

The Beijing area serves as a good 

starting point for conducting 

research on water and environment in 

China, since the area is facing many 

water related issues.

SDC Water and Environment 
Programme

Several institutions contribute to the Water 
and Environment programme.

In China: 
•	 University	of	the	Chinese	Academy	
      of Sciences (UCAS)
•	 Chinese	Academy	of	Sciences	(CAS)

In Denmark:
•	 University	of	Copenhagen
•	 Aarhus	University
•	 University	of	Southern	Denmark
•	 Technical	University	of	Denmark
•	 Geological	Survey	of	Denmark	 

and Greenland (GEUS)
•	 DHI
•	 COWI

years will contribute several billion Chinese yuan to various 
projects throughout the country. 
   “The projects in China offer an outstanding opportunity 
for comparative studies and for transferring and applying 
Danish experience to large-scale contexts under different 
climate and landscape conditions,” says Holm.

Yanqi Lake
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Concepts and ideas have always been on the 

move between East and West, different values 

or traditions have been imported and exported 

for centuries: chopsticks, fast food or furniture; 

institutions and organisations such as NGOs, 

universities or business set-ups; or ideas such as 

“science”, or “body culture” have challenged 

and enriched lives in both parts of the world.

Traveling SCIENCE 

BY DENISE GIMPEL 

WHY IS IT THAT WE IN EUROPE do not balk at the 
prospect of eating with chopsticks? Why do we not surprise 
ourselves or others by lighting up joss sticks in our homes? 
Some thirty years ago even eating pizza would have been 
considered exotic and yet now it is part of the Danish diet. 
Using chopsticks, lighting joss sticks, perfuming our homes 
with tropical oils are considered trendy and cosmopolitan. 
Spring rolls have been accepted in Europe, but eating dog 
meat has not. Beethoven thrills Chinese listeners, but Chi-
nese opera jars on European ears and so forth. For centuries, 
exchange of objects, ideas and concepts has set the stage for 
change in China and the West. 

and 
moving 
bodies

Salvation of the society and the individual

At the beginning of the 20th century a number of Chinese 
academics and urban intellectuals strove to bring China 
into the world as they saw it. One attempt to join the 
ranks of “civilised nations” was through the introduction of 
“science”. Chinese scholars studying in America founded 
China’s first Science Society in 1915. The inaugural issue of 
its journal announced: “It is science, and only science, that 
will revive the forest of learning in China and provide the 
salvation of the masses”. “Saving China” by introducing a 
scientific “spirit” to all levels of society aimed at removing 
traditional culture and transforming the very concept of 
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knowledge. Originally a foreign concept, “science” is now 
the basis of China’s plans for sustainable socialist develop-
ment. And Europe? In the 1960s and 70s, when youth 
began its protests against the status quo, it was to Eastern 
wisdom that they turned in search of deeper dimensions of 
experience. Eastern religions, including Buddhism that had 
travelled to and established itself in China long after it had 
lost its foothold in India, were particularly attractive.

Don’t spit! Activate your Qi!

Hygiene and body culture have also travelled from West 
to East - and East to West. By the end of the nineteenth 
century the Chinese body had become a problem. A new 
China required new citizens who did not spit or blow their 
noses on their sleeves and who did not have bound feet. 
This newly cultivated and strong individual body was to 
provide the foundation for a modern nation that would 
resemble the advanced countries of the West. This attitude 
is still obvious in the streets of Beijing today where citizens 
are constantly exposed to slogans exhorting them to change 
and be “civilised”. Beijingers are reminded to form civilised 
queues, be civilised citizens and stop their uncivilised spit-
ting, as was particularly the case during the 2008 Olympic 

The exchange of objects, ideas 

and concepts has set the stage for 

change in China and the West for 

centuries.

Denise Gimpel is an associate professor of China Studies and the 
deputy head of the Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional 
Studies. Gimpel’s research focuses on subjects such as intellec-
tual history, biographies, the body, cultural translation and the 
exchange of ideas in modern China.

Games and the 2010 Expo. To no avail, one might add. 
Western countries, on the other hand, have been importing 
martial arts and modes of physical and mental cultivation of 
pure Chinese descent through Qigong, Feng Shui and the 
like. While Chinese citizens train their bodies to be modern 
and strong like “ours”, we refine and refill our depleted bat-
teries with “their” wisdom.
   There is clearly a significant difference between the two 
types of import: while China has tended to import concepts 
and objects that will support and develop the nation, the 
West has tended to eclectically and unsystematically choose 
the techniques of private and personal embellishment. 

Same term, different meaning

Objects and people have always been on the move. An 
awareness of the dynamic intermingling of traditions and 
cultures can help us to understand how we have come to 
share rather than own the many varieties of human thought 
and action. We come to realise that our “globalised world” 
may share the same terms but not necessarily the same 
meanings. In this way we may begin to understand that 
when “things” move—be they chopsticks, fast food, Feng 
Shui or furniture; institutions and organisations such as 
NGOs, universities or business set-ups; or ideas such as 
“environmental protection”, “science”, “Confucianism” or 
“body culture”—they never become clones of a putative 
original. They become their new selves in a new cultural 
environment. 

Steps towards the future: the European ballroom dance, the waltz, has made its way into the hearts and the 
active outdoor arenas of the Asians. Vice versa, the Asian tradition for a healthy, peace-of-mind, park life 
activity has inspired Europeans to practice the slow going martial art of t’ai chi.
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BOTH DENMARK AND CHINA, and the rest of the 
globalised world for that matter, seek solutions on how to 
utilise limited resources in the best possible manner. They 
seek to identify which reforms are necessary to create and 
maintain a sustainable economy. The goal is to find ways to 
organise society in a way that ensures quality of life for its 
members. Denmark is well known in China for its social 
welfare model and for a fair distribution of resources. 
   “When the economy of a country reaches a certain size, 
reforms are necessary to ensure a sustainable and stable 
development,” says Lars Bo Kaspersen, head of the Depart-
ment of Political Science and principal co-ordinator of 
SDC’s welfare theme. “China has very specific objectives 
when it comes to quality of life for its citizens as well as for 

The Sino-Danish Center for Education and Research (SDC) is a pioneering joint 

venture creating strong bonds between Denmark and China. SDC is based on 

collaboration between research, education and businesses and aims at creating 

well-founded collaboration projects between Denmark and China that address 

some of the major challenges the world faces today. Organising society and 

managing water resources are two of the scientific focus points.

Danish and chinese 
frontrunners  
Sino-Danish Center for Education and Research

BY MAI CORLIN

the composition of the population.”
   Kaspersen says that experiences from Denmark are highly 
relevant in this context and that the new research theme 
and educational programme will allow students and re-
searchers from China and Denmark to dig deep into diverse 
sets of challenges. The SDC programme Public Manage-
ment & Social Development addresses the global challenge 
on organising society.

Managing water resources

Another of the new SDC master’s programmes is Water 
and Environment. This programme addresses the increasing 
pressure on the earth’s freshwater resources. Food produc-
tion alone accounts for 65 per cent of global human water 
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consumption, while households and consumers also place 
heavy demands on the fresh water supply.  In China the 
rapidly expanding economy has created an especially chal-
lenging situation. At the same time China’s enormous size 
allows for vast environmental differences going from the 
north and to the south. Therefore China offers a unique 
opportunity for researchers and students to look at a diverse 
set of present and future challenges related to water and 
environmental issues. 
   The students at the Water and Environment programme 
are going to do case studies on Chinese lakes in remote 
mountain areas and rivers running through pulsating cities. 

Getting started

In September 2012 the first 110 Danish and Chinese 
students began their studies together in China. They all 
participate in one of the new master programmes that so far 
have been developed in collaboration between Danish and 
Chinese researchers. And more programmes are planned.
   “The students of SDC will play a key role, because the 
ability to understand and be a part of Chinese culture is 
something that companies are really looking for,” says SDC 
Director Hans Gregersen. 
   In addition to their chosen master’s programme, the 
Danish students are also offered lessons in the Chinese 
language – an opportunity almost all of the new students 
have embraced. Learning the language ensures that students 
and researchers will be able to work together with Chinese, 
Danish and international corporations. 
   The SDC project is the first of its kind in China and 

The students of SDC will play a key 

role, because the ability to understand 

and be a part of Chinese culture is 

something that companies are really 

looking for.

Master programmes

The first master programmes in the SDC collabora-
tion are

•	 Water	and	Environment
•	 Public	Management	&	Social	development
•	 Neuroscience
•	 Innovation	management

More programmes are planned. Read more about  
the programmes at www.sinodanishcenter.com

Building the 
new university 
campus.

Chinese and Danish 
students are waiting to 

welcome the Danish prime 
minister Helle Thorning-

Schmidt. On the top of the 
stairs in the middle, the 
Danish director of SDC 

Hans Gregersen.

Denmark. It builds on the collaboration between eight 
Danish universities, the Danish Ministry of Science, 
Technology and Innovation, the University of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences (UCAS) and the Chinese Academy of 
Science (CAS).
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They first met nine years ago. Today Karsten Kristiansen and Jun Wang 

have published more than 30 scientific articles. Together they study the 

human genome and the so-called gut metagenome in order to provide a 

better understanding of human disorders such as obesity and diabetes.

A friendship  
with high scientific impact

BY CHARLOTTE AUTZEN

WHEN THE DANISH PROFESSOR Karsten Kris-
tiansen in 2004 first met the young Chinese scientist Jun 
Wang, none of them knew it would be the start of a very 
close friendship. A friendship that during the years also has 
turned out to be a very productive and groundbreaking 
scientific relation. Today - 9 years since the two researchers 
first met, they have together published 34 articles of which 
18 are in top scientific journals such as Nature, Science 
and Cell, among them several articles that made it to the 

front page. All articles combine Karsten Kristiansen’s deep 
knowledge in molecular biology with Jun Wang’s extraor-
dinary talent in the accelerating field of genomics. Among 
the many interesting research subjects on which the two 
scientific friends and colleagues have published articles, 
particular focus has been on studies of the human genome 
and the gut metagenome – the assembly of bacteria living in 
the human gut – and how such knowledge can further our 
understanding of human disorders such as obesity and dia-
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betes. In addition they have recently published two articles 
in the journal Cell demonstrating how sequencing of single 
cells can lead to insight into the origin and development of 
human cancers, a technology that now is used for personal-
ised treatment of cancer patients in China. Apart from these 
‘serious’ studies they have also had time to sequence the 
Beijing Olympic Game Panda mascot, cucumber and other 
plants and animals following the paradigm: If it is useful, 
sequence it; if it looks cute, sequence it; if it tastes good, 
sequence it. And no doubt the still new and flourishing 
areas of genomics and metagenomics have the attention of 
the international research community; many of the articles 
are highly cited. 

The 36-year-old Wang Jun received his PhD degree in 2002 
and has worked for the world leading genome sequencing 
institute Beijing Genomics Institute, now BGI Shenzhen, 
since 1999, where he is scientific director. Karsten Kris-
tiansen is professor of molecular biology and Head of the 
Department of Biology at the University of Copenhagen 
and has for many years collaborated with Chinese colleagues 
to unravel the riddles of metabolic disorders. He is also pro-
fessor at BGI Shenzhen. In 2012 the newly established BGI 
Europe opened its first European lab next to the science 
campus of the University of Copenhagen, where Jun Wang 
is also a full professor, equally shared between the Depart-
ment of Biology at the Faculty of Science and the Novo 
Nordisk Foundation Center for Basic Metabolic Research.

Karsten Kristiansen and Jun 
Wang at the Great Wall of 
China in 2004, the year the two 
colleagues first met.

Karsten Kristiansen and Jun Wang in front of the impressive 
Birds Nest at the Beijing Olympics in 2008

Articles Citations



It would not 
have been pos-
sible to recreate 
Inuk’s genome 
in such a short 
time without 
help from BGI.

BY SVEND THANING
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Researchers from the 

University of Copenhagen 

were the first to map the 

genome of a prehistoric 

human. The results would 

have taken much longer 

to accomplish had it not 

been for the successful 

collaboration with the 

Chinese genome research 

centre BGI.

From 
Greenland

IT WAS NO LESS THAN EARTH-SHAKING when professor 
Eske Willerslev and his colleague Morten Rasmussen revolution-
ised DNA analysing techniques. The two researchers from the 
Centre for GeoGenetics at University of Copenhagen developed 
techniques that can be applied to museum materials and ancient 
remains on research sites and can help in reconstructing the 
human phenotypic traits of extinct cultures when only limited 
findings have previously been recovered.

The Inuk man from Greenland

The researchers used their groundbreaking techniques to recreate 
the genes of a man who had succumbed to the harsh climate of 
Greenland along with some of his fellow Inuit tribesmen 5,000 
years ago. All that remained of the man, nicknamed Inuk, was a 
tuft of hair that had been gathering dust in a basement cabinet in 
the National Museum of Denmark. By extracting and sequencing 
the DNA from the hair, the researchers developed a clear picture 
of the Inuk. The DNA revealed his physical features – including 
his tendency for baldness, dry earwax, brown eyes, dark skin, 
blood type (A+) and shovel-shaped front teeth. The sample also 
revealed that he was genetically adapted to cold temperatures and 
predisposed to certain illnesses. Willerslev and Rasmussen were 
the first researchers ever to accomplish such a reconstruction. 



identify previously unknown pathogens with an eye 
to the development and patenting of commercial vac-
cines. The pathogen project provides a unique oppor-
tunity to break ground in cancer research by using the 
basic research that Willerslev’s team has done.

The Centre for GeoGenetics, located at the Natural 
History Museum of Denmark, is funded by the Danish 
National Research Foundation as part of the Centres 
of Excellence programme. Initial funding for the Inuk 
project came from the Lundbeck Foundation and 
Fredrik Paulsen, managing director of the pharmaceu-
tical company Ferring.

Professor Eske Willerslev is part of the new Danish 
Platform for Large-scale Sequencing and Bioinformat-
ics established in collaboration with BGI. Willerslev will 
be heading the pathogen project. The project aims to 

The Greenlandic artist Nuka 
Godfredtsen has made a recon-
struction of the prehistoric man 
Inuk from the researchers’ find-

ings. The reconstruction serves as 
a blueprint that scientists can use 

to give a description of how the 
pre-historic Greenlander, Inuk, 
looked - including his tendency 
to baldness, dry earwax, brown 

eyes, dark skin, the blood type 
A+, shovel-shaped front teeth, 

and that he was genetically 
adapted to cold temperatures, 

and to what extent he was 
predisposed to certain illnesses. 

This is important as besides four 
small pieces of bone and hair (see 
below), no human remains have 

been found of the first people that 
settled the New World Arctic.
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“It would not have been possible to recreate Inuk’s genome in such a short 
time without help from BGI,” says Willerslev. “Initially, we contacted a 
sequencing centre here in Europe, but they were not really interested and the 
processing time would have been too long anyway. However, we received a 
very positive response from BGI.”
   According to Willerslev, BGI had the proper equipment, worked quickly 
and accurately and were excited about the project. 
   “With our new analytical methods and their machines, we managed to 
achieve breakthrough results in just a few months,” says Willerslev. “Previ-
ously it would have taken years to do the same work. So we are very pleased.”

to Beijing



Learning more about China and Chinese culture will help employees establish new, successful research and 
education partnerships as well as strengthen existing ones. Concept China Competences will result in a network and 
website presenting cases and providing relevant information for academics dealing with China. 

Concept China Competences includes expert lectures, networking events, workshops and case studies on Chinese 
power structures and the educational system. The project is funded by the Danish Centre for Development of 
Human Resources.

More information is available at  
www.nano.ku.dk/Events/concept_china_competences

KulturKurser offers a variety of courses and has expert knowledge of Chinese matters. They offer basic courses and 
courses designed specifically for an individual company:

•	 Understanding	Chinese	culture
•	 Leadership	and	learning	in	China
•	 Business	and	cultural	challenges	in	China

KulturKurser.dk was established by the Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional Studies at the University of 
Copenhagen, and the Investment Fund for Developing Countries (IFU) – together they form one of the largest 
Scandinavian centres for knowledge of non-western cultures.

More information available at www.kulturkurser.dk (please note, the website is in Danish only)

Decoding China! Power, Philosophy Government Affairs and Lobbying in China targets senior and intermediate 
managers in the public and private sector with the goal of helping participants understand Chinese political 
culture and learning them how to work within the Chinese political system. The course includes case studies 
presented by experienced business people involved in government relations. Participants will learn how to proac-
tively solve some of the specific problems that their business or organisation may encounter in China. 

Visit copenhagensummeruniversity.ku.dk for more information and to register.

Concept China Competences 
Lectures, workshops and networking events arranged by the University of Copenhagen

KulturKurser (Culture Courses)
Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional Studies

Decoding China! Power, Philosophy, Government Affairs and Lobbying in China
Copenhagen Summer University 

Understanding CHINA
Courses, workshops and seminars  

about China arranged by the 

University of Copenhagen


