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To the University of Padova
Re: Evaluation of the Department of Mathematics

Dear sir, dear Madam

Together with three other colleagues from other areas of mathematics and computer
science I have been asked to give an evaluation of the Department of Mathematics and Com-
puter Science of the University of Padova, based on a document prepared by the Department
itself along the lines given by the administration (at least if I have understood correctly).

In the areas of research that are closer to my own the Department is one of the very
top academic institutions in Italy, recognized at the international level. These topics are,
roughly speaking, Analysis, some portions of Geometry, Mathematical Physics and Applied
Mathematics. In those areas the Department has had a constant output of high quality
research in the past years and quite a few members have a recognized international status.
This can be easily concluded from the various excellent international collaborations, the
many activities organized in recent years, the list of external visitors and the success in
securing third-party funding. It can also be concluded by the excellent performance in the
national evaluation.

Personally I have also been impressed by how dynamical the Department has recently
been in recruiting high quality researchers, also in areas in which it is not traditionally strong.
This shows a versatility and an open-mindedness which, T am afraid, is quite a singularity in
the current italian academia. I learned through my correspondence with the current director
and onc member that the department prepares regularly a plan on how to develop in the
subsequent years. Comparing the latter and the report that I have been given I think that
my colleagues are definitely heading in the right directions.

I have been asked to suggest in which aspects the department could improve. T am giving
here my very personal view. One big “caveat”: I am giving these suggestions without exactly
knowing what the budget restrictions of the institution are. For this reason they have to be
considered as an “ideal scenario”.

e In my opinion one big weakness of the entire italian mathematical community is (an |

almost chronic) lack of researchers which work at the intersection of differential geom-
etry, geometric analysis and mathematical physics. Just to be clear I am talking about
an area where I would put diverse leading figures of contemporary mathematics as Yau,
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Gromov, Hamilton, Donaldson, Tian, Witten, Perclman ctc. In the last four decades
these areas of mathematics have blossomed and achieved historical milestones (such
as the solution of the Poincaré conjecture). Regrettably they are underrepresented
in pretty much every italian mathematics department. Padova is no exception. The
situation is certainly much better than in the rest of Italy, most notably because of the
presence of some young analysts which have moved in a “geometric direction”. In my
opinion a big effort should be made to hire in this direction also from the geometric
side.

e [ might be influenced by my personal history, having mostly worked in the german area
(Germany and german-speaking Switzerland), where there seem to be many more PhD
students compared to the italian universities. However I think that the number of PhD
scholarships should be increased. Again this is an aspect in which very much the same
remark can be made for every italian university in the area of mathematics (except
for very special places like Scuola Normale and SISSA). It would also be desirable
to attract many more foreign PhD students. A very similar remark goes for postdoc
positions and foreign postdocs. Here I am really not sure how feasible my suggestions
to increase the latter and to attract more foreign postdocs is, given the deficiencies of
the recruiting system in the italian academia: however, from a purely theorctical point
of view, this is for me the direction in which top institutions should go.

e The following might already have been done and hence my suggestion might be irrele-
vant. However, given the frustration that the current academic system causes to many
young pecople working in Italy, the Department should have some internal mechanisms
to reward those researchers who arc contributing most to its success.

Last but not least, I have been solicited to give suggestions on how to improve future
evaluations of the department. The following are my thoughts:

e A very simple yet vital thing: one of the external evaluators should be appointed as —]
chair of the committee. < | 4

e Short conversations/interviews with a sclected pool of members (in different areas
and at different stages of their carcers) would be very informative. This is actually
much more work for both the evaluators and the Department, but it is quite common
at scveral international universities to have an on-sight evaluation of one-two days
periodically. I have expericnced one in Ziirich during my career, so I guess we do this
every 10 years. There are several questions which I would have posed to my colleagues
and which I cannot infer from a written report, here is a sample:

— What does the Department do to reward its most successfull members?
— What does the Department do to attract good postdocs and young researchers?

— How is the mentoring of the latter organized?



e While the report p10V1dCd a lot of raw data on the research output, I personally missed
a sample of what the 1vhl1ghts”\a,re I think that the report should be complemented
by a list of selected outstand_lng/pubhcatlons and selected oustanding achievements of
their members (prestigious grants, awards and honors).

Sincerely yours,
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Camillo De Lellis
IBM von Neumann Professor
School of Mathematics, IAS



