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International Students Day exists because students refused to be silent. From
Prague in 1939 to today, it is usually students who take the first step that society
later calls common sense.

In the last year, this pattern has repeated itself across Europe. While governments
talk of stability and higher education institutions talk of reputation, students once
again speak a different language, one of democracy, safety, justice and peace.

With our Student Protest Monitoring, ESU is systematically mapping this wave of
student protests. What we see is not a series of isolated flare-ups, but a continent
wide pattern. It tells a simple truth: even when they face repression, students keep
aligning themselves with the future, not with the status quo.

From September to mid November 2025, we tracked 25 distinct student protests
across the European Higher Education Area, with some starting even in January
2024.

They stretch across 13 countries: Armenia, Belgium, France, Germany, Greece,
Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Romania, Serbia, Spain, Switzerland and Turkiye.
This is not yet a complete picture of Europe, but it is already a significant cross
section.

Some key patterns:
Scale

e 15 of 25 protests were coded as nationwide, meaning they spread beyond
a single campus or city

e 7 were medium sized actions (around 100 to 1000 participants)

e 2 were large mobilisations (over 1000 participants)

Geography
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e At least 17 of 25 actions involved multiple cities or campuses, from 40+
cities in Italy to nationwide protests in Greece, Spain and Romania

Timeline

e 23 of 25 protests started in 2025, showing how quickly this new wave has
escalated

e 2 cases began already in 2024 and continued into 2025

e At the time of writing, 4 protests remain ongoing, while 21 are marked as
concluded

This is an early dataset, limited by capacity and reporting, but even in this small
sample the intensity is clear.

Every entry in the monitoring is coded by cause. Most protests are intersectional,
touching several issues at once. Even so, some themes dominate.

Out of 25 protests:
Democracy and governance

e 13 cases explicitly reference Political Governance/Democracy

e 3 add Corruption & Nepotism and 3 list Expression & Media Freedom as a
cause

e Students are not only defending their campuses, they are defending
democratic space itself.
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Political Governance / Economic & Living Conditions
Democracy [Sep - Nov 2025] [Sep - Nov 2025]
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Material conditions and access

e 12 protests involve Economic & Living Conditions

e 12 mention Access & Safety in Education

e 12 reference Social Justice & Equity

e Together, this tells a story of students who cannot separate tuition, housing
and safety from the wider social model they live in.

Access & Safety in Education Social Justice & Equity [Sep -
[Sep - Nov 2025] Nov 2025]
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Higher Education Institutions as political actors

e 8 protests target Higher Education Institution Governance directly

e These are struggles around campus decision making, privatisation,
disciplinary procedures, divestment and the political responsibility of
universities.
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Higher Education Institution
Governance [Sep - Nov 2025]
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International solidarity

e 7 protests include Human Rights & International Solidarity
e From wars and occupations to global justice struggles, students are
consistently among the first to connect local classrooms with global crises.

Human Rights & International
Solidarity [Sep - Nov 2025]

Climate and other causes

e Only 1protest is tagged under Environmental & Climate Justice
e 2 under Other, often where a specific national trigger does not fit neatly

into existing categories

If we look at the demands behind these causes, certain phrases repeat again and
again: higher education funding, housing, abolition of fees, government
transparency, safety and infrastructure, accountability for violence and

divestment from conflict states.
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If you only followed headlines, you might believe student activism happens
mainly online and on social mediq, yet our data says otherwise.

Across the 25 protests:
On the streets:

e Demonstrations appear in 24 of 25 cases

e Ralliesin19

e Marchesin17

e Physical presence remains the backbone of student power.

Disrupting “business as usual”

e Strikes feature in 12 protests

e Occupations, boycotts and blockades each appear in 4 cases

e Students are not only sending messages, they are interrupting the normal
functioning of universities and public life to make their message heard.

Hybrid tactics

e Online campaigns are recorded in 6 actions
e Petitionsin3
e These tools complement in-person organising, and remain valuable to the

movement.

The picture is one of creativity under pressure. Sit-ins, marches, digital campaigns
and general strikes appear side by side.

None of this is cost free.

Our “threats and risks” monitoring show that protests are being met with a mix of
classic repression and more subtle pressure. Out of 25 protests, we logged:
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Direct state violence and coercion

e Government Repression in 8 cases

e Police Violence in 8

e Arbitrary Arrests in 6

e Injuriesin 6

e Use of tear gas or water cannons in 3
e Curfewimposed at least once

Government Repression Risk Police Violence Risk [Sep - Nov
[Sep - Nov 2025] 2025]

Criminalisation and control

e Mobility restrictions in 5 protests
e Surveillancein 3
e Lawfare and Selective Enforcement together in 5 cases

Information and narrative warfare

e Media Manipulation in 6 cases

¢ Information Blackout, Social Media Ban and Digital Surveillance appear
as well

e Students are not only fighting for rights, they are fighting against being
misrepresented or silenced.
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Media Manipulation Risk [Sep -
Nov 2025]

Behind every number in this section, there are names, families, degrees put at risk.
The message from this is clear, choosing to stand up is still dangerous in today’s
Europe.

ESU is not outside this story. When students move, we are part of that movement.
Our role is to connect national unions, protect them where we can and make sure
the message is shared Europe-wide.

Within the 25 protests we tracked, our own actions are already visible:

e 15 cases, where we regularly collected information and updates
e 4 cases with explicit NUS support, showing that unions are not standing
alone inside their borders, issuing public statements

By looking at the outcomes, we can see where the pressure is highest and where
the silence is deepest:

e Across all 25 protests, our data records 0 cases of agreement reached
with students, with 3 cases of partial success

e Instead we see 12 cases with no response

e 8 where the situation escalated

e 5 where repression is directly recorded
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Zero agreements, in a region that talks constantly about dialogue and
partnership. While there are instances of partial success, the numbers tell us that
when students take risks for democracy, institutions too often answer with delay,
denial or force.

Partial Success Outcome [Sep
- Nov 2025]

Escalation Outcome [Sep - Nov
2025]

This monitoring is only a first step. It already tells us that:

e Students are mobilising at scale, often nationwide.

e Their demands are rooted in democracy, material conditions and global
justice.

e The response they receive is too often repression or indifference, not
dialogue.

History suggests that when students raise these alarms, they are rarely wrong
about the direction. International Students Day is not a commemoration of
something finished, it is a checkpoint in the movement that continues. The map
we have started to draw shows a continent where students are once again
stepping forward, often at great personal risk, to pull Europe toward a more just
future.
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