



STATEMENT BY THE BFUG DELEGATIONS OF FINLAND, GERMANY, ICELAND, NETHERLANDS, NORWAY, UNITED KINGDOM and UNITED KINGDOM/SCOTLAND
26/11/2021
Following the statement by the delegation of the Holy See, distributed to the BFUG on 23 November, we wish to state that we have a somewhat different interpretation of the situation with regard to Co-Chairing arrangements outlined by the Holy See delegation. 
The EHEA is built around, and strives to achieve, consensus and unanimity. This is, however, not always possible. Therefore, the Rules of Procedure adopted by the BFUG at its meeting in April 2021 specifies that “In exceptional circumstances the BFUG may decide to take a decision through vote” (p. 8 Functioning of the BFUG meetings). Providing for decisions to be made by voting in exceptional circumstances is also in line with previous practice. Notably, the BFUG held a vote at its meeting in Riga in March 2015 to decide whether Belarus should be invited to acceded to the EHEA. Not providing for decisions to be made by voting, and therefore requiring unanimity for every decision, would imply running the risk of the BFUG being unable to make decisions on important issues where issue cannot be resolved through consensus.
We consider that deciding on and modifying the order of Co-Chairmanships is not a decision which requires ministerial approval but is clearly within the competence of the BFUG. Contrary to questions of membership of the EHEA, which are the competence of Ministers, the arrangements for co-chairing are for the BFUG to decide.
This is borne out by the following elements:
· The only reference to the current arrangements for co-chairing in Ministerial Communiqués, is the 2009 Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué which stipulates that the BFUG be co-chaired by “the country holding the EU presidency and a non-EU country” without stipulating how the non-EU Co-Chair should be identified.
· The decision by the BFUG at its meeting in Stockholm on 28 – 29 September 2009, where the BFUG decided that the order of non-EU Chairmanships be by alphabetical order but also stated that after the 2012 Bucharest Ministerial conference, adjustments could be made to this arrangement. 
· The acceptance by the BFUG of four modifications of the order of non-EU Co-Chairmanship. In the 2012 – 15 period, the Holy See requested a modification that would enable it to co-chair with Italy. This modification would have meant that Iceland would have had to co-chair the BFUG at the same time that it would chair the Nordic Council of Ministers, and a further modification was made to avoid this coincidence of Chairmanships.  In the 2018 – 20 work program, the United Kingdom was included, in the course of the period, as a non-EU Co-Chair as a consequence of Brexit. It was also decided that Albania would not co-chair the BFUG during the 2021 – 24 period because, as host of the 2024 Ministerial conference, it will be Vice-Chair of the BFUG and provide the Secretariat.
· The order of Co-Chairmanships was decided by the BFUG at its meeting in April 2021, under item 6 Rules of Procedure.  
· As underlined in the background document for this item, as there is no provision in the Rules of Procedure for a qualified majority – and much less a requirement for unanimity - for proposals to establish or modify the order of Co-Chairmanships, the decision is to be made by simple majority.

Through the decisions and precedents outlined above and presented in greater detail in the Appendix, with references to the relevant Ministerial Communiqué and BFUG decisions, the competence of the BFUG to decide on and modify co-chairing arrangements is clearly established.  While the competence to admit new EHEA members clearly lies with the Ministers, the one reference to the present co-chairing arrangements in Ministerial communiqués (Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve 2009) as well as the lack of any reference to Ministers acting on the advice offered by the BFUG on these arrangements at its meeting in Stockholm in September 2009 in subsequent communiqués, including the 2010 Budapest/Vienna Declaration, clearly indicate that establishing and modifying the order of non-EU Co-Chairs falls within the competence of the BFUG. 
It should be recalled that for the current work period, the order of Co-Chairmanships was decided by the BFUG at its meeting in April 2021, under item 6 Rules of Procedure.  The proposal to suspend the Co-Chairmanship of Belarus is therefore a proposal that the BFUG modify its own decision of April 2021.  We would find it incoherent to argue that while the BFUG may decide on the order of Co-Chairmanships for a given period, it may not subsequently modify its own decision.
In the four cases in which the order of Co-Chairmanships has so far been modified, there was broad agreement within the BFUG, even though we see that Iceland had objections to the modification originally proposed for the 2012 – 15 work period and that these concerns were met through a further modification.  
The BFUG could therefore make the pertinent decisions without taking a vote.  This does, however, not mean the BFUG would be unable to decide on a modification of the order of Co-Chairmanships by a vote if consensus were to be impossible.  It must clearly be within the competence of the BFUG to decide on issues that falls within its competence by voting if unanimity is cannot be achieved.  As underlined in the background document for this item, as there is no provision for a qualified majority for proposals to establish or modify the order of Co-Chairmanships, the decision is to be made by simple majority.

Beyond the formal arguments, we would, however, also underline that it would be highly unreasonable and detrimental for the BFUG to put itself in a position where it could not react to and decide on urgent issues. The forthcoming Co-Chairmanship of Belarus is such an urgent issue because if the Co-Chairmanship of Belarus is upheld, Belarus will become of member of the Board as of January 2022. The issue therefore needs to be decided in December 2021. If consensus cannot be achieved, this is an “exceptional issue” for which the Rules of Procedure foresee that a vote may be taken. 
This is a case in which the BFUG not only can but should take measures that fall within its competence. Contrary to questions of membership of the EHEA, which are the competence of Ministers, the arrangements for co-chairing are for the BFUG to decide.  This is not an issue of “enforcing decisions against a minority” but of enabling the BFUG to protect the integrity of the EHEA by a vote of a majority of its members.



APPENDIX
OUTLINE OF RELEVANT BFUG DECISIONS

Co-Chairing in Ministerial Communiqués
The current arrangement for Co-Chairing emanates from the 2009 Leuven/Louvain Communiqué, which stipulates (para. 24):
The present organisational structure of the Bologna Process, characterised by the cooperation between governments, the academic community with its representative organisations, and other stakeholders, is endorsed as being fit for purpose. In the future, the Bologna Process will be co-chaired by the country holding the EU presidency and a non-EU country.
While the Communiqué stipulates that one Co-Chair be the country holding the EU presidency, it stipulates that the other Co-Chair be simply “a non-EU country” without stipulating how this country will be identified.

BFUG considerations of Co-Chairing arrangements

Establishing the arrangements
Since the Ministerial Communiqué did not prescribe further arrangements for identification of the non-EU Co-Chair, this was left to the BFUG. The first meeting of the BFUG after the Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve conference was held in Stockholm on 28 – 29 September 2009. Under item 5.2 Co-Chairing of the Bologna Process, the meeting report records:
In line with the majority of the answers to the questionnaire to BFUG members on the co-chairing of the Bologna Process, the BFUG agreed on the following advice to be given to the Ministers on the co-chairing arrangement for the Bologna Process:
· Both Chairs will act on equal footing
· For the Chairs from the non-EU countries the alphabetical order will be followed, starting with Albania from 1 July 2010 onwards.
· The representation of the EU troika + 3 elected countries will be replaced by the two troikas of current, incoming and outgoing EU and non-EU Chairs. 

The following order of countries will be established until the Ministerial meeting of Bucharest in 2012, after which adjustments (e.g. if a non-EU country joins the EU in the meantime) can be made to the arrangement, if necessary. [This is followed by an overview of Co-Chairs for the period 2010 – 12; the Co-Chairing arrangements took effect as of 1 July 2010]
Two observations should be made in relation to this decision:
· While the BFUG “agreed on the following advice to be given to the Ministers on the co-chairing arrangement for the Bologna Process”, no further reference to the co-chairing arrangements can be found in the 2010 Budapest-Vienna Declaration (adopted by the Ministerial conference to which the BFUG’s advice was directed) nor in any subsequent Communiqué.  It must therefore be assumed that Ministers were satisfied that the practical Co-Chairing arrangements are within the competence of the BFUG to decide, within the limits of the Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué.
· The decision establishes that non-EU Co-Chairmanships be by alphabetical order. However, the decision also stipulates that after the 2012 Ministerial Conference, adjustments may be made to this arrangement.  The case of a non-EU country joining the EU is mentioned as an example of a situation in which adjustments would be required, but this is explicitly mentioned as an example (“e.g.”). By definition, an example does not constitute an exhaustive list, and the BFUG therefore considered that other reasons could also lead to reconsidering the co-chairing arrangements.

The first adjustments
The fist adjustments to the Co-Chairing arrangements were made already in the 2012 – 15 work period, when the Holy See asked for a modification to enable it to co-chair with Italy. This modification would, however, have implied that Iceland would co-chair the BFUG while simultaneously chairing the Nordic Council of Ministers, which would have been a demanding task.  A further change was therefore made, so that the order of Co-Chairs was changed also between Iceland and Kazakhstan. 
The report of the BFUG meeting held in Copenhagen on 19 – 20 March 2012 records that:
The BFUG Secretariat informed the audience on a request from the Holy See to change the BFUG chairing order, so that they chair together with Italy in the first semester of 2013 and Greece with Iceland in the second semester. All four concerned EHEA members have agreed to this solution. The proposal was accepted by the BFUG and the co-chairing order will be changed accordingly on the EHEA website.
Rather than a BFUG decision, the report stipulates that the BFUG Secretariat “informed the audience”; the information was presented under Any other business, an item under which no decisions are normally made, and there does not seem to have been a document for this issue.
There was, however, a decision at the subsequent meeting of the BFUG, in Nicosia on 28 – 29 August 2012, which was the first meeting of the BFUG after the Bucharest Ministerial Conference and therefore in the 2012 – 15 work program.  Under (part of) item 4, the report records that:

The Head of the Bologna Secretariat introduced the main revisions made in “the Information on the Bologna Follow-up Group (BFUG) Proceedings” document, which was approved in 2011 in Gödöllő. In the chapter of the document describing the functions of the BFUG meeting (page 6, line 232), the new chairing order proposed during the BFUG Copenhagen II meeting was presented. In this context, the representative of Iceland underlined that they had agreed to that change informally, but the final confirmation had not been received yet.  They also informed the BFUG that Iceland would be chairing the Nordic Council of Ministers during the entire year of 2014. Taking into account the small staff working for higher education, Iceland requested the BFUG Secretariat to investigate the possibility of arranging its Chairmanship during another period. 

Subsequent modifications 
In other words, the BFUG accepted it has the competence to decide on and modify co-chairing arrangements.  This was confirmed in two further cases in the 2018 – 20 work period, when first the United Kingdom – as a consequence of Brexit – was accepted as a non-EU Co-Chair in autumn 2020 and it was then decided that Albania – as host of the 2024 Ministerial conference and therefore Vice-Chair throughout the 2021 – 24 work program – would not simultaneously co-chair the BFUG during part of this period.   The minutes of the Kyiv BFUG (4 – 5 March 2020) record that:
The request from Germany in regard to its Autumn 2020 BFUG Co-chairmanship with the United Kingdom was approved via electronic consultation and they are now incoming Co-chairs. The BFUG should discuss the procedures to follow in the case of an EU country wanting to host the BFUG Secretariat and Ministerial Conference during the period it also holds the Presidency of the Council of the EU.
The “request from Germany” refers to an issue raised under Any other business at the preceding BFUG meeting, held in Helsinki on 12 – 13 November 2019:
Germany asked the BFUG to address the issue of co-chairing arrangements of the BFUG after the Rome Ministerial conference starting in the 2nd semester of 2020. Depending on the fate of the Brexit, Germany would co-chair with Albania or with the UK. Considering the need to clarify and start work for their semester, Germany asked the BFUG to approve their request to co-chair with the UK. The BFUG decided that the decision of the next co-chairs will be taken according to the written procedure and the decision should be made after electronic consultations. In addition, the question was raised how to deal with the situation that would develop if a country applying to host the 2023 Ministerial Conference will have a Co-Chairing responsibility during the same period. This question needs to be revisited in the next BFUG meetings.

Excerpt of the report of the BFUG meeting held in Riga on 24 – 25 March 2015, item 8 BFUG opinions on the applications to the EHEA accession (sic)

With regard to the EHEA accession application of Belarus, Mr. Sjur Bergan (CoE) reminded the BFUG that the country is a party to the European Cultural Convention thus fulfilling the first criterion for the EHEA membership. Therefore, the BFUG needed to consider the second criterion, i.e. the extent to which Belarus complies or intends to comply with values, goals and key policies of the EHEA. The analysis of the Belarusian application for the EHEA accession prepared by the ad-hoc committee was based on the application of the country as well as the alternative report submitted by the Belarusian Independent Bologna Committee. 
Afterwards, the BFUG was informed about the visit, organised by the CoE, by members of the BFUG to Minsk on 3-4 March 2015. The visit comprised a seminar on the EHEA for the members of the Belarusian academic community on 3 March and a series of meetings on 4 March. The BFUG delegation was composed of the representatives from the Bologna Secretariat, CoE, EC, ESU, Germany, the Holy See, Latvia and Poland. Initially it was planned that the EI would also participate in the meeting, however the EI representative was unable to participate in the end.  

The findings of the visit including the prospects and consequences of the decision on the application by Belarus are available in the report presented by the CoE inserted below:


The Chair, Ms. Una Strand Viðarsdottir (Iceland) suggested that the best way to take the discussion on the EHEA accession of Belarus forward was to work in relation to the document “BFUG_LV_IS_45_8c_Belarus-options paper for the BFUG”. The option paper draws on 1) documents submitted (official Belarus application and the alternative report by the Belarusian Independent Bologna Committee, submitted to the BFUG Secretariat on 10 December 2014), 2) evaluations of the ad-hoc committee, 3) findings of the mission to Minsk. 

Moreover, this document presents 3 options (these options were agreed by the BFUG during its meeting on 26-27 January 2015 in Riga) for the EHEA accession of Belarus to be considered by the BFUG, which are as follows:

1. Rejection of the application
2. Membership
3. Conditional access, which could take one of the two forms. Either:
a) Commitment to future accession: Permitting access at a future date on condition of the completion of the key reforms set out in the roadmap. In the meantime, Belarus would be invited to participate in all appropriate peer learning activities and to observe the proceedings of the BFUG. 
b) Accession now, accompanied by a commitment by the Belarusian authorities to    agreeing the roadmap with the BFUG and implementing it over the next three years.

The deliberations that followed revealed that none of the BFUG members were for the options 1 and 2. Therefore it was agreed to organise a secret ballot for the eligible 47 EHEA member countries and the EC in order to identify whether the BFUG would recommend option 3a or 3b to the EHEA Ministers. 
Moreover, it was stressed that the BFUG was informed that at this very meeting the BFUG would make its recommendation to the EHEA Ministers concerning the EHEA accession application of Belarus, however no information was received from the countries absent regarding their position on this issue. 
Furthermore, the BFUG was reminded that each member country and the EC would have two votes and two ballot slips would be provided for this purpose. The outcome will be based on a simple majority of the number of votes cast. 
Thus, after the voting, the Chair, Ms. Una Strand Viðarsdottir (Iceland), announced that 76 ballot papers were distributed and 73 votes were received. For the option 3a 27 votes were received while for the option 3b 46 votes were received. Thus, based on the results of the voting the BFUG would recommend option 3b to the EHEA Ministers. Moreover, no discussion would follow the result of the voting. 
(Bold in the original)
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Strasbourg, March 5, 2015





REPORT ON A VISIT BY MEMBERS OF THE BFUG TO MINSK, ORGANIZED BY THE COUNCIL OF EUROPE



Introduction



The Council of Europe organized a visit by members of the BFUG to Minsk on March 3 - 4, 2015. The visit comprised a seminar on the European Higher Education Area for members of the Belarusian academic community on March 3 and a series of meetings on March 4:



· The Minister and First Deputy Minister of Education and Ministry officials, including the Heads of Department for Higher Education and for Quality Assurance, and the Rector of the National Higher Education Institute.



· Representatives of civil society organizations, including the Independent Bologna Committee, the Office for a Democratic Belarus and several non-recognized student organizations. 

· Representatives of officially recognized student unions at several universities as well as the recently established Republican Student Council.



· Members of the Presidium of the Republican Council of Rectors, representing the Belarus State Economic University, Minsk University of Management (a private institution), the Belarus State Pedagogical University, Minsk Linguistic University, and the National Higher Education Institute.



· Two Vice Rectors and other representatives of the Belarusian State University of Informatics and Radioelectronics.





The members of the BFUG delegation were: Andrejs Rauhvargers (Latvia; current Co-Chair of the BFUG and Co-Chair of the Implementation WG); Fr. Friedrich Bechina (Holy See; immediate past Co-Chair of the BFUG and Co-Chair of the Structural Reforms WG), Bartłomiej Banaszak (Poland; Co-Chair of the Structural Reforms WG); Peter Greisler (Germany; Co-Chair of the Mobility and Internationalization WG); Erin Nordal (Vice Chair, European Students Union), Gayane Harutyunyan  (Head, Bologna Secretariat), Mette Mørck Andersen and Marta Touykova ( European Commission; both participated in the meetings on March 4 only) and Sjur Bergan (Council of Europe; Co-Chair of the Structural Reforms Working Group).  Jens Vraa-Jensen (Education International) was prevented from participating as the airline did not accept the documents attesting he would receive his visa on arrival in Minsk and denied him boarding.



The seminar and the series of meetings were organized by the Council of Europe, the Council of Europe Information Point in Belarus, and the National Institute for Higher Education.  



The present report seeks to provide an analytical summary of the main points covered by the visit. It does not seek to provide an extensive, meeting-by-meeting narrative and it does not seek to provide a joint opinion on what the BFUG's advice to the Ministers on the application by Belarus should be. This was not the purpose of the visit and members of the delegation do not necessarily hold the same view on what the BFUG's advice should be.



Degree structure




The visit confirmed that the Belarusian degree structure consists of a first degree of 3 - 5 years' duration and a second degree of 1 - 2 years' duration. Access to higher education is granted on the basis of 11 years of primary and secondary school. There are two doctoral level degrees: kandidat nauk and doktor nauk.  There is some movement from a 5 year to a 4 year first degree, as illustrated by the visit to the Belarus State University of Informatics and Radioelectronics, which had implemented the shift in 2013. Experience seems to show that while relatively few students with a 5 year first degree go on to take a Master's degree, more students with a 4 year first degree do so. The Presidium of the Council of Rectors stated that a second degree qualification will now be required for access to doctoral studies. Workload is indicated in years of study. While there is awareness of the ECTS, ECTS credits are not systematically used as a reference or awarded to students.



Interlocutors in the Ministry, the National Institute for Higher Education, and from the Rectors’ Council underlined the need to align the Belarusian degree system more strongly with the needs of the labor market. 



There is currently no National Qualifications Framework but there is work on developing a framework in certain disciplines and specialties. This reflects a quite strong emphasis on disciplinary specialization, which was also underlined in the discussion with the Belarus State University for Informatics and Radioelectronics in its shift from a 5 year to a 4 year degree, which was in part accomplished by reducing elements of humanities and social sciences in the study programs of what is a well performing, highly specialized institution. We did not get a clear impression of how Belarus might draw on the experience of the ongoing work on developing frameworks for certain disciplines to develop a fully-fledged national QF, although there was reference to the desirability of developing a national framework.



Quality assurance



External quality assurance is currently conducted by a Department for Quality Assurance within the Ministry of Education. There was some interest in our argument that quality assurance should be carried out by an independent agency, with reference to the European Standards and Guidelines. At the same time, there was only limited understanding and acceptance of the role of students in quality assurance, in particular at program level. Several rectors referred to the fact that universities carry out student satisfaction survey but questioned whether students were qualified to assess study programs they had themselves not completed. There was more openness to student participation in institutional assessment; see however the discussion of student participation below.



The current quality assurance practice stresses quantitative/statistical aspects and ISO standards. Developing a QA practice in conformity with the ESG will require substantial work and is not merely an issue of establishing an agency outside of the Ministry. Sustained work will be required to develop a quality culture within institutions as well as in public authorities. This is, on the other hand, an issue not only for Belarus.





Transparency instruments



As referred to above, the ECTS is known but not systematically used or awarded, and workload is expressed in years of study rather than in ECTS - or ECTS compatible - credits. Transcripts are issued but the Diploma Supplement is not systematically used. Although competences are often mentioned, the learning outcomes approach is yet to be adopted.



The total workload for students is high and estimated at 54 hours per week, of which a high proportion is classroom teaching. The figures most frequently referred to was in the 24 - 28 hour range but interlocutors underlined that there are differences between disciplines and levels of study. We asked representatives of the officially recognized student unions whether they considered the workload excessive and the reply was that it was not, as they needed to invest much efforts in their studies and that they nevertheless found time for social and organizational activities in addition to their studies.





Mobility



Academic mobility of both staff and students is relatively limited, with a high proportion of international students in Belarus coming from China, Vietnam, Iran, Iraq, and countries of the Commonwealth of Independent States and hence largely but not exclusively from outside of the EHEA.  There is some involvement with the ERASMUS+ program but insufficient language competence and non-use of the ECTS are obstacles.



The Ministry and the Rectors’ Council both confirmed that absences of up to 10 days during the semester required written approval by the Rector and absences of more than 10 days the approval of the Ministry (but not the personal approval by the Minister). It is clear that this is an obstacle to mobility but the views expressed by our interlocutors on the reasons for this regulation differed. The Ministry underlined that the regulation was intended to ensure applications for mobility be well justified in terms of the academic benefit of the travel and ensure the efficient use of exchanges, whereas the Independent Bologna Committee and other civil society organizations saw the practice as an instrument of political control and dissuasion. The civil society organizations also stated that whether permission to go abroad for academic purposes was granted often depended on the destination and purpose of travel; an application to attend an academic conference on e.g. human rights was likely to be refused.





Rectors' conference 



The Republican Council of Rectors - the Belarusian Rectors' Conference - has all 54 Belarusian universities, both public and private, as members. The full conference meets twice a year, whereas the Presidium of 10 Rectors, of whom we met with five, meets four times a year.  There are also Rectors' Councils at oblast' (regional) level. The Republican Council of Rectors is not a member of the EUA.



The Council represents the universities with public authorities and is in frequent dialogue with the Ministry of Education. The Head of State is occasionally invited to meetings of the full Council if the issues for discussion warrant such an invitation. 



At our direct question, members of the Presidium stated that they would make their case to Parliament should they disagree with Ministry positions on issues they consider important, and that they have done so in the past. The Council is heard in the preparation of legislation concerning higher education and, depending on the issue, its opinion will be stated by the Presidium or by the full Council.





Scholarships/work obligation



[bookmark: _GoBack]Belarusian universities accept students financed through publicly funded scholarships as well as privately funded students (generally funded by their parents or themselves). Students on scholarships undertake the obligation to work for two years immediately following graduation in jobs to which they are directed by public authorities. The Ministry sees this mandatory work placement as a reasonable obligation undertaken in return for a public scholarship and underlines that students sign a contract to this effect when receiving their scholarship and also sees this as a way of ensuring first employment. The civil society organizations strongly stated that this work placement is an unreasonable obligation and can be - and is - used to exercise pressure on students. Upon graduation, graduates and particularly those in teacher training and medicine  have some choice in work placement, but those placements generally are in unattractive, (mainly rural) areas and while venally related to a student's specialization, this is not an absolute right or requirement. Higher education is free of charge, but any student refusing the job offered will need to reimburse the cost of his/her education.





University autonomy and student representation



These were the most difficult issues covered during our meetings with the various stakeholders, and the issues on which views diverged the most strongly. The Rectors underlined that their institutions are autonomous, whereas the civil society organizations stated that no university could be fully independent of the government.



The civil society organizations pointed to the use of short term contracts for faculty as a threat to their independence as faculty taking views not in conformity with those of the government or the leadership of their institutions could risk not having their contracts renewed, something that had happened on several occasions.



The same divergence of views applies to the role of student representation and student organizations (see also quality assurance, above).   The Ministry as well as the representatives of the officially recognized student unions underlined that students play an important role in the life and governance of universities and that 25 per cent of the seats on university governance bodies are reserved for students, although they referred to difficulties in filling the seats on some occasions.  They also pointed to the establishment in February 2015 of the Republican Student Council, as a national student union, as an important step. The Minister underlined that this Council had been established under the auspices of the Ministry to further the development of the higher education system. 



This view was sharply contested by the Independent Bologna Committee and other civil society organizations, including non-recognized student governance organizations. Their status as non-recognized also implied that this meeting had to be held at the Council of Europe Information Point.  These organizations underlined that student elections are not real because all candidates must be approved by the institution and belong to the recognized student unions. They also pointed to the fact that membership of non-recognized organizations is illegal and can have consequences. The Belarusian Student Association (BSA), which is the only Belarusian member of ESU, has not been able to operate openly since 2001.



One Rector stated in private conversation that by culture and tradition student associations a more focused on issues like conditions in dormitories and organization social and cultural activities for students than in participating in institutional governance. This impression was at least to a considerable extent confirmed in the meeting with the officially recognized student unions, where many of the activities referred to concerned precisely these issues. A representative of one union at one of the universities underlined that all members of his union had been able to obtain a place in a student dormitory. Representatives of the recognized student unions pointed to examples of student proposals to Deans that had led to positive changes.



Questions about the possibility for students to participate in political activities, especially leading up to the elections to be held in fall 2015, were answered by saying students had the same possibility as all citizens to engage in political activities in accordance with the legislation. Rectors said they valued divergence of opinion. One Rector asserted that some students invoked political reasons when expelled for academic failure, whereas another Rector met with students to explain their rights and obligations under the law. To a direct question about the refusal to recognize a specific organization the Ministry said it was unaware of the organization and referred to the Ministry of Justice as competent authority for approval/registration of associations.



Prospects and consequences of the decision on the application by Belarus



We heard very strong appeals by both public authorities and members of the academic community for Ministers to admit Belarus to the EHEA. These appeals were partly founded on a view of Belarus as a European country and of what was seen as its exclusion from the EHEA as unnatural and as hindering the development of higher education in Belarus toward European standards. It was underlined that Belarusian universities do have contacts and cooperation with many institutions in EHEA countries as well as in North America, but membership of the EHEA was nevertheless seen as important to the further development of the system as well as of practice.



There seem to be somewhat divergent views on the extent to which the situation of higher education has evolved since 2011 - 12, when Belarus' application to accede to the EHEA was rejected, but the Independent Bologna Committee maintains there has been some progress in structural reform while maintaining that the situation has not improved as regards academic freedom, institutional autonomy, and student representation.



Neither acceptance nor non-acceptance of Belarus in the EHEA will imply that the current situation will be preserved but there were quite divergent views of the consequences of either option. The Presidium of the Rectors' Council underlined its strong support for EHEA membership and felt this would be an important factor in reforming and developing higher education in Belarus. Other interlocutors, also in private conversations, expressed concern that a rejection of the application would mean that a window of opportunity would be closed and that those who wanted to reform higher education in a European direction would find themselves in an even more difficult situation.



The views among civil society organizations were also divergent on this point, with some organizations expressing strong doubts about whether Belarus would in fact implement substantial reforms if admitted to the EHEA and others arguing that EHEA membership is likely to bring reforms and that a rejection would isolate those who work for reforms and a European orientation.





Road map



The Independent Bologna Committee in its alternative report puts forward the idea of a road map toward Belarusian membership of the EHEA. In our meetings, we underlined that Belarus would face many challenges if it were admitted to the EHEA in that it would join a process that has now been developing for 15 years. We also referred to the fact that many countries that joined the EHEA in 2003 and later were offered and accepted advice and assistance in implementing EHEA policies and reforms in their respective systems. The Head of the Bologna Secretariat in particular pointed to the case of Armenia in this respect.



The offer of advice and assistance was well received and we concluded the meeting with the Minister by suggesting it would be helpful if he would submit a proposal in writing for how such advice and assistance could be organized and the issues that could be covered.



It was not possible from our discussions to form an opinion on whether such a roadmap would be acceptable to the Belarusian authorities if offered as part of a decision accepting Belarus in the EHEA in 2015 or as a part of a decision accepting Belarus in the EHEA in 2015 with a view of confirming indefinitely this decision in 2018 or as part of a decision pointing to a possible accession in 2018 Opinions among BFUG members and consultative members participating in the visit differ on this point, which should be an important point in the BFUG debate.



One interlocutor from the civil society organizations underlined the importance of organization seminars at regional universities and to include representatives of civil society organizations among the participants.




