
 

 
 
 

Magnificence, 

Dear Professor Wróbel: 

 

In your email dated 16 November 2023, you ask me to comment on Prof Suchorski's 
statements regarding the habilitation thesis by dr. hab. eng. Rafał Wróbel (professor at West 
Pomeranian University of Technology in Szczecin). I am happy to fulfil this request. You have 
provided me with Prof Suchorski's statement, as well as a statement from Dr Stefan Becker 
and confirmations from various co-authors that Dr Rafał Wróbel may use some of their joint 
work in his habilitation thesis. Your email also mentions Dr Bartosz Strzelczyk. As the time 
during which these scientists were working at my chair is not insignificant for the overall 
understanding, please allow me to place them in chronological order and make a few 
comments: 

1. Dr habil. Suchorski came to my chair on September 1, 2001. Together we planned and 
constructed a new UHV apparatus for surface investigations with XPS, UPS, AFM and 
STM, which he later supervised, as well as smaller apparatus (FIM, FEM) that he had 
brought with him from the Fritz Haber Institute of the Max Planck Society. He left 
Magdeburg in April 2008 to take up a professorship at the Vienna University of 
Technology. There have been no further scientific collaborations or contacts since 
then. 

2. Stefan Becker began his studies in chemistry and physics in autumn 2003 and 
volunteered in my group from 2004/2005, where he also completed his student 
research project ("Fine-tuning catalytic CO oxidation on platinum on the nanoscale: 
controlling the kinetic phase diagram"; overall grade "with distinction"). From 2008, 
Mr Becker worked on his doctorate on the subject of "Spectroscopic in situ 
investigations of catalytic CO oxidation on oxide-modified platinum metal surfaces". 
He received several scholarships and was invited to the 59th Nobel Laureate Meeting 
in Lindau in 2009. Mr Becker received his doctorate on November 19, 2010, with 
distinction ("summa cum laude", excellent). He left my research group in July 2011, as 
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I could not offer him a permanent position at the university, and took up a job in 
industry. Therefore, we had no further scientific collaborations or contacts. 

3. Dr Rafał Wróbel joined the group as a postdoc in August 2005 to work on the EU-
funded research project "Surface Active Sites and Emission Control Catalysis". The aim 
of this RTN (research training network) -  a joined project with research groups from 
Sweden, England and Ireland  -  was to investigate the surface dynamics and 
chemistry of catalytically active cerium dioxide and related materials that are relevant 
to car exhaust catalysis. Dr Wróbel left us September 2009 to take up a position at the 
ZUT in Szczecin. The scientific collaboration was not continued.  

4. Bartosz Strzelczyk joined my research group in October 2005 and left at the end of 
October 2006. He was on leave from the University of Wrocław, where he had already 
started his doctoral thesis. The reason for this was the specialised equipment and 
expertise we had in the field of CO oxidation reactions and their investigation, 
particularly with XPS. After that, I had no further scientific collaborations or contacts 
with him. 

 

This list shows that between August 2005 and April 2008, Prof Yuri Suchorski, Dr Rafał 
Wróbel, Stefan Becker and, for one year, Bartosz Strzelczyk worked together in the 
laboratory. They had different experience, but worked as a team in which, in my opinion, 
they all contributed to the experiments, but also to their interpretation. Due to his 
experience, Prof Suchorski certainly contributed the most to the interpretation (at least at the 
beginning).  

After he moved to Vienna University of Technology, Dr Rafał Wróbel and Stefan Becker were 
largely left to their own in the laboratory, and due to my role as Vice-Rector, it was not 
possible to communicate with them daily, but it was also not necessary. A doctorate as well 
as post-doctoral work means guided, but independent academic work, not permanent and 
daily supervision. I got the impression that both are capable of this independent academic 
work and that they were developing academically. At the same time, a tension that was 
present in the group during Prof Suchorski's last period of work was released; the two of 
them carried out the experiments and discussed the results intensively together. 

In spring 2009 there was an unpleasant situation between Prof. Suchorski and Dr. Wróbel 
regarding co-authorship, in which Prof Urszula Narkiewicz was also involved: some 
experiments for a common paper had been carried out (documented by the lab books) 
mainly by Stefan Becker, who as a young student had certainly contributed little to their 
evaluation but was not even mentioned in the acknowledgements. I got to know Dr Wróbel at 
that time as a person with a strong desire for fairness. He was not very diplomatic in his 
choice of words but was also not (or no longer) willing to accept everything. As Prof 
Narkiewicz wrote to me: "... these two guys can no longer co-operate."  

 

In the following, I would like to address the statements by Prof Suchorski that you quote in 
your question:  

1. "I was also never asked for my opinion, although most of the results presented in the 
postdoctoral thesis were obtained in the working group of the Institute of Chemistry of the 
University of Magdeburg, of which I was the de facto head until I obtained a professorship 
at TU Vienna (2008). Prof. H. Weiss, as vice-chancellor of the University, had little time to 
deal with science on a daily basis. In publications [138, 139, 170], which form the 



 

backbone of Dr. Wróbel habilitation, I am a co-author, and in publications [138, 139] I am 
the first author. The statement signed by Dr. Rafał Wróbel regarding the alleged 
impossibility of contacting me to obtain a statement of co-authorship in joint publications 
(quote, "and I lost contact with them", is, at the very least, a deliberate untruth: Mr. 
Wróbel was well aware of my phone number and email-address in Vienna (TU Wien)." 

 It is true that I was already vice-rector (vice-president) of the university at that time, and 
Prof Suchorski managed the laboratory in which he worked with Dr Becker, Dr Wróbel and 
Dr Strzelczyk very independently. The experiments described in the mentioned 
publications were essentially designed and their interpretation (at least initially) coined by 
him. It would have been easy to find his address in Vienna via the Internet and obtain 
permission; I do not believe that Prof. Suchorski would not have allowed Dr Wróbel to use 
the papers in his habilitation thesis. It is speculative, but I could imagine that Dr Wróbel 
did not try to contact Prof Suchorski because of the conflict mentioned above. 

2. According to Prof. Y. Suchorski the habilitation dissertation of Mr. Rafał Wróbel, Ph.D., 
Prof. WPUT „is a linguistically modified dissertation of Mr. Stefan Becker, decorated with 
several supplementary papers written after 2008, which, however, do not bring anything 
significantly new to the subject, and with elements of the dissertation of Mr. Bartosz 
Strzelczyk. Mr. Strzelczyk's doctoral thesis, "The effect of cerium oxide nanoformation on 
the course of the reaction of catalytic oxidation of CO on the Pt(111) surface," which he 
performed under my supervision in cooperation with the University of Wroclaw at the 
same time, concerns STM (scanning tunneling microscopy) measurements. These 
measurements, included in publications [138, 139, 170], were made without the 
participation of Dr. R. Wrobel. Attempts to present them as the results of Dr. Wrobel's own 
work are unauthorized." 

 Unfortunately, I do not speak Polish, so I cannot judge whether the work of Dr Becker and 
Dr Wróbel is repetitive in content and whether the latter is merely "linguistically modified". 
Both worked closely together, especially after the departure of Prof Suchorski, conducted 
experiments together and generated data, which they also analysed and discussed 
together. Dr Becker writes in his statement that his dissertation focused more on the 
physical interpretation of the data, while Dr Wróbel's was more concerned with the 
chemical aspect. Whether this is the case should be independently checked. As far as I 
know, however, Dr Wróbel barely speaks German, so it would hardly have been possible 
for him to "copy" or translate Dr Becker's doctoral thesis directly. In case there should be a 
high degree of matching, I suspect this would be due to the joint evaluation of the 
experiments in Magdeburg.    

 I also ask Prof Suchorski's statement "... several supplementary papers written after 2008, 
which, however, do not bring anything significantly new to the subject ..." to be evaluated 
independently. Please understand that I have a different opinion here. 

 I am also somewhat surprised that Prof Suchorski denies Dr Wróbel any contribution to the 
STM experiments: "These measurements, included in publications [138, 139, 170], were 
made without the participation of Dr R. Wrobel. Attempts to present them as the results of 
Dr. Wrobel's own work are unauthorised." At least for publication [139] there is a clear 
statement by Dr Bartosz Strzelczyk in the "Confirmation of Contribution": "In case of 
publication no. 2 (i.e. [139], H.W.) R.J. Wróbel was involved in preparation of experimental 
setup and design, performing measurements, data evaluation and discussion of results as 
well as other coauthors. ". I interpret this to mean that Dr Wróbel also assisted with the 



 

STM measurements himself and would also assume this for the publications [138] and 
[170], without being able or willing to say anything about the quantitative contribution.  

 

Just as I see a few points somewhat differently from Prof Suchorski, Dr Becker also surprised 
me with his statement: He did not mention Prof Suchorski even once. This is not justified, 
and doesn’t take into account the influence of Prof. Suchorski on Stefan Becker's scientific 
education and own dissertation. The other statements, in particular regarding the close 
collaboration with Dr Wróbel, are correct. 

 

I hope that these comments can contribute to the assessment and that the allegations of 
plagiarism will ultimately prove to be unfounded. I cannot - and do not want to - judge this. 
In my opinion, an independent examination of the contents - not just the images - of Dr 
Becker's dissertation and the habilitation thesis by dr. hab. eng. Rafał Wróbel could help. If it 
then turns out that it is indeed a case of plagiarism, Dr Wróbel should have to bear the 
consequences.  

 

Finally, allow me to make two comments: 

a) I was not aware of the contents of Dr Wróbel's habilitation thesis; I only knew that he 
wanted to submit it when he asked me for the "Confirmation of Contribution". I was 
surprised to see that apparently a significant part of the thesis is the research he had done 
as a postdoc - most of the time in an EU RTN project that he had neither initiated nor had 
to worry about funding. The complete experimental setup was also available. Even though 
Dr Wróbel certainly contributed significantly to the project and the experiments, their 
evaluation and interpretation, such a habilitation would be unusual in Germany, as the 
thematic independence is not pronounced and clearly visible. However, I assume that the 
reviewers were aware of this at the time and did not consider it worthy of criticism, so I 
will not comment further. 

b) Irrespective of this, I think that Dr Wróbel is a young, promising scientist who, at a 
significantly lower academic age than Prof Suchorski and myself, already has a comparable 
h-index and publication figures. His academic qualifications are not in question for me. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Professor of Physical Chemistry 

and 

Vice-Rector of the Otto von Guericke University Magdeburg   

    


