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INTERVIEW MILAN VELJKOVIC, PROFESSOR EMERITUS, FACULTY OF CIVIL ENGINEERING AND
GEOSCIENCES, DELFT UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY

Foto'si Tumbleweed & Fireflies Photography I Eva Krebbers

On 26 june 2026,Milan Veljkovic offìcial-

ly stepped down as Professor ofSteei and

Composite Structures at Delft University
of Technology. The man who arrived in
October 2015 as the successol to the retired
Frans Bijlaard leaves behind a section that
he helped turn around financially through
his own eforts: from a chronic deficit
to a team of foul young researchers, an

international masterb thesis prize, and a

contlibution in breakthroughs such as the

C1 connection for offshole structures and

demountable steel-concrete composite

floors.

Links
Behind this list of achievements stands a man

who would lathel have spent the night gazing

at the stars from a mountaintop near Sara-

jevo. He met his wife in his student years in
the Bosnian capitai, moved to Sweden in the

begir.rning of the 1990s, and eventuall¡ ended

up in Delft. At the ECCS tecl.rnical committee

meeting "Connections" in Papendrecht, he

expiained: 'lan Stark asked my supervisor if I
wanted to come to TUD twenty years ago and

work on my PhD topic.'He said this when

he was introduced as a new professor to the

engineering community, and added: After

giving it sorne thought, Iie decided to comel

The audience laughed. So did Veljkovic.

This farewell interview is inextricably

linked to an earlier profile in Bouwen met

Staal 245 (June 20 1 5), published at the

time Milan announced his appointment in
Delft. He promised market-driven research,

cross-disciplinary collaboration, innovation
in ofshole and infrastructure. 'There is no

progress without competition,' Veljkovic said

at the time. Eleven years later, that sounds

like a programme that has been successfully

implemented.

Moon, Stars, Steel
Milan Veljkovic was born in Sarajevo, former
Yugoslavia. As a secondary school pupil,

he was not a budding engineer; he was an

'astronomer'. He joined a young astronomers'
club, helped build Yugoslaviat largest student
observator¡ and dreamt of a life amongst the
celestial bodies. Every Monday there were
lectures. The youngest members kept watch
on the sun, reco¡ded sunspots, and later that
niglrt lreaded to a hill in Sarajevo to gaze at

the stars.

'That was fascinating for rne,'he says. 'We had
a four-storey-high observatory. Our eldest
member had created a star map over the city.
That's extremely important; if new stars ap-
pear, like an explosion of Nova Cygni (a'new'
star in the Cygnus, the Swan, constellation),
you can compare them with tl-re previous
state. With the help of older club members, I
study it thoroughly. '

But the moment that changed the course of
his life was not a scientifìc outburst. It was a

barbecue.

Rectors frorn Yugoslavia visited the obser-
vatory as part of a showcase of Sar.ajevo

University. They took a culsory look at the
observatory building and then sat down to a

..-..,tÆ']- li:Iffi4ã'-
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lavish meal. Nobody went upstairs. Nobody
asked about the work. 'if these are the most
intellectual people I can rely on,'thought the
young Veljkovic, 'then I have to choose some-
thing that makes rne independent.'

His father's brother, a doctor, was less subtle:
'Ifyou choose physics, I will never speak to
you again.'

And his father? He was a professor of civil
engineering, railways, and spoke nicely about
it. Veljkovic decided: structural engineering.

Ancl specifically: steel. That final insight carne

from the father ofhis friend, an experienced
steel structurai engineer, Mr. Hilmo, who gave

l.rim a few ideas that opened up his thinking.
'That was the turning point,'he says. 'I was

rnaybe twenty-one, twenty-twoJ

Sarajevo, Sweden, Delft
Veljkovic and his wife Brankica have known
each other for over 45 years. They met as

second-year students in Sarajevo - he was

studying engineering and she was studying
medicine - living in the same neighbour-
hood. A medical student doesn't meet an
engir.reeri he laughs. 'Not oftenl
Fol his PhD research, Veljkovic rnoved to Swe-

den, to a university in the far north. Brankica
followed. When the war in Bosnia broke out
iir earþ 1992,fhe decision was rnade: stay in
Sweden. They married in Sarajevo, their first
daughter was born there, and their younger
one in Luleå - both live in Sweden now - ancl

three granddaughters in total, and built a life
in a cour-rtry where, although lt can be dark for
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'To the moonrandback' ,I 
NEVER GO TO A CONFERENCE UNLESS I AM THE INVITED SPEAKER

0R THE CENTRE 0F ATTENT|0N. NOT T0 SAy I AM THE BESI, BUT T0
PRESENT WORK THAT CLEARLY SHOWS: THIS IS THE BEST,'

A story of an engineer who began by stargazing in Sarajevo, ended up work¡ng
on steel-sheet concrete floors in Sweden, and leaves Delft with four researchers
where there used to be two.
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twenty hours in December, the snow lights up

everything. 'I never felt it was dark. You have

snow, and you have artificial light.'

In Delft, it was different.'When I first came

here in the mid-nineties, it was October,

November. Always raining. I felt it was

darker here than in northern Swedenl But

the feeling of being welcome made up for
everything.

Veljkovic now lives \,vith his wife in Delf-
gauw. From their home, she works as a

radiologist for Swedish hospitals. She has her

own office. When they are staying at their
flat in Belgrade, which happens regularl¡ she

works from there, as well.

A connection that took 20 years to
mater¡al¡se
During his PhD research in Sweden, Vel-

jkovic became familiar with the work of
lan Stark, the Dutch expert in the field of
cold-formed steel sheets for steel-sheet con-

crete floors and composite floors. Stark was

working at TNO at the time and had a major

influence on the development of composite

slabs in the Netherlands, and worldwide.

Veljkovic visited him and his group on sever-

al occasions.

After some time, perhaps after a year or so,

Stark wrote a letter to Milan's Swedish super-

visor, Professor Bernt ]ohansson, asking: why
doesnt this young engineer simply complete

his PhD here, at Delft? Veljkovic saw the letter

and replied to Bernt: 'I want to stay in Swe-

den; my wife and daughter Dejana have just

arrived, and we are starting our lives here.'

Twenty years later, at a Technical Committee

meeting in Papendrecht, Veljkovic addressed

a group from Bouwen met Staal. Director
Frank Maatje introduced him. Stark was in
the audience. 'Jan Stark asked me to come to

TU Delft twenty years ago,' said Milan to the

,THERE 
IS NO PROGRESS

WITHOUT COMPETITION.'

public. After some time thinking it over, Ive
now decided to come.'

A ver¡ very strange coincidence; he says

now. But anyone who knows Milan fathoms

that he doesnt simply let such coincidences

pass him by.

Organising, grow¡ng, fostering growth
When Veljkovic arrived in Delft in 2015, he

inherited a section with a chronic financial

deficit. One ofthe consultants had openly

stated that the steel and timber groups had

no realistic future prospects. At that time,

Veljkovic was head ofthe steel, concrete and

timber groups, as well as the laboratory.

His first move: to split the big section up.

Each section would have its own respon-

sibilities and its own budget. 'If you have a

system that you don't understand, you have

to change it.'

His second move: recruitment. He had room

for 1.8 FTE. The committee chose Marko

Pavlovió, his former PhD student, someone

he knew through and through. Together they
built up the teaching material and divided the

research areas. Veljkovic focused on steel and

composites, Pavlovió on fibre-reinforced poly-

mers (FRP). 'At that time, we didnt know that
wrap joints would be a successful idea. But we

agreed: this could be a really good challengei

The result: from 1.8 FTE to five permanent

researchers; later, it drops to four because of
personal circumstances.'Without our own
projects, this could not be possible. We were

able to generate funding, show the needs and

impact.'

Pavlovié is now taking over as head ofthe
section. Milan wholeheartedly endorses the

succession. 'I knew it would be difficult to

find someone in Sweden who could work
this hard. After I left, it was dificult to keep it
together. Here, I can happily retirei
That Sweden saw him as the man who

bore the burden was already evident by the

time he left. As a parting gift, his Swedish

colleagues presented him with a small metal

statuette: a tall, gaunt figure holding a large,

heavy sack. The message was unmistakable

- here was someone leaving used to taking
a burden. Milan keeps the statuette in his

room ('the biggest chamber there is') near the

Stevin Lab. It says more about him than any
list of achievements.

The Dutch Open
One source of pride that Veljkovic often

returns to is the organisation of the TU Delft
Master's theses. Not only whatt in them, but
how they're organised. The collaboration with
the industry, the supervision of students, the

motivation that stems from it.
'I still believe that the organisation of the

Master's Thesis project is the best in the

worldl he says without hesitation.

That conviction led to the establishment

of the Dutch Open Struitural Steel Award
(DOSS) during Covid: an international thesis

prize with a jury comprising representatives

from Imperial College, Aachen, Sydne¡

Beijing and Singapore, amongst others and an

industrial representative. The name, inspired

by tennis (he is a sporty man), met with a mi-
nor internal resistance. 'My colleagues said:

how can I explain to my students that they
should compete for an award called "Dutch'
even if it is "Open'? And people from Arce-

lorMittal said it should be more interna-

tionall Milan stood his ground: 'I wanted to

point out that the Dutch Master's thesis is the

greatest achievement one can attainl
Some of his master's theses have also led to
specific innovations. |asper Winkes, for in-
stance, developed the Cl connection, a bolted

wedge connection for monopiles in offshore

wind farms, suitable for diameters of ten to

fifteen metres where traditional ring flange

connections cannot be used. The connection

is now certifled, and the company generates

millions in turnover. 'It all started with a

master's thesis studentl says Veljkovic. 'One

day Iasper just walked into my office - a man

I'd never met before. He proposed an idea

which we developed into a very promising

connection.'

Legacy: connect¡ons, compos¡tes and
fatigue
Veljkovic's research interests are wide-rang-

ing. In addition to the Cl connection and

steel-sheet-concrete composites, he worked

intensively on the fatigue behaviour of
infrastructure, a field he had to familiarise

himself with from scratch after Frank van

Dooren (Rijkswaterstaat) asked him during
his job interview what he knew about bridge

fatigue. 'Nothing.'I said. 'But I can learn.'And
he did learn. About twenty master's theses

and a couple ofPhDs later, he was focused on

fatigue. 'I was happy to meet Johan Maljaars,

a professor at TUe and TNO, and colleagues

from mechanical engineering who helped me

along the way.'

Another notable innovation is the demount-

able steel-to-concrete connection using

injected bolts, a concept that enables the

recycling of composite slabs that traditionally

BOUWEN MET STAAL 312 IAUGUSTUS 2026

,THE 
BIGGEST CHALLENGE IS A WHITE PAPER. SOMEONE HAS TO

PUSH YOU: GIVE A FIRST IDEA, WRITE THE FIRST SENTENCE, THEN
THE SECoND. THEN YoU START WRtTtNG A SToRY.'

had to be cut away. 'Before, you had to cut it
into pieces. Now you can remove it and reuse

itl The market reacted cautiously: contractors

prefer to work with known margins rather

than innovative unknowns. But Veljkovic

believes that circularity will eventually find its
way. 'When you can demonstrate the benefits

ofreusing it and develop the business of
reusing, people will start doing that.'

For Dutch Engineering, a manufacturer of
deep-drawn steel sheet sections, together

with Florentia Kavoura and a PhD candidate,

they developed a special monitoring and

evaluation programme for sections up to 210

mm (Comfort 210), which fall outside Euro-

pean standards. This enabled the company to
certift its product for the German market as

well. 'In the US they use it, they sell it. But on

the Dutch market, you need approval. And
on the German market, even more sol

The next four years
On 26 June 2026,Mtlan Veljkovic turned
67 and is no longer employed. But he is not
disappearing. Under a hospitality agreement,

he will retain his TU Delft email address,

supervise his seven PhD candidates, and sign

their degrees. For four years, unpaid. 'That's

what life is all about,' he says. 'Thatt why we

have retirement.'

After that, he and Brankica will return to

Sweden, to their daughters Dejana and

Andrea, and three (or more) granddaughters.

He is looking forward to that time. 'When

we moved to Delft, I promised my family
we would have more time together, travel

around, have fun. That is what I didnt fully'
manage to dol That time is coming.

In Delfgauw, the house will be empty. A part

of Milan lives on in the steel of European

bridges, offshore foundations and composite

floors. And in four young researchers, whom,

by his own admission, he never consciously

made his own copies, but who are, every one

of them, better than the briginall

What he'll miss
What he will miss most is not the lab or the

lecture theatre. It is the students. In front of
the class, when he sees a room full offaces

and seárches for the eyes that light up - the

sign that something has struck a chord.

And one-to-one, in the conversations from
which he himself also learnt. 'The most

rewarding thing about university is really

always meeting young peoplei he says. 'Even

ifyou're speaking to a large class, you look
at a couple ofpeople, and when you see that

their eyes are shining, then you know youîe
done something good that dayi Hdll take

those eyes with him. The lecture theatre stays

behind. .
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