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Network of Experts on Student Support in Europe

Minutes of network meeting held in The Clock Tower, 
Department of Education and Skills, Marlborough Street, Dublin

on 7 May 2010

	Attendees:
	Austria (Joint Chair)
	Eduard Galler, Federal Ministry for Science and Research
Hermann Holubetz, Ministry for Education, Arts and Culture
Gottfried Schlöglhofer, Austrian Study Grant Authority

	
	Belgium
	Kristof Veekmans, Flemish Department of Education and Training

	
	Croatia
	Ksenija Rukavina, Ministry of Science, Education and Sports

	
	Denmark (Joint Chair)
	Hanna Dam, Ministry of Education

Mia Wallin, Danish Educational Support Agency

Jørgen Winther, Danish Educational Support Agency

	
	England
	Sally Irwin, Department for Business, Innovation & Skills

	
	Finland
	Virpi Hiltunen, Ministry of Education

	
	Germany
	Andreas Schepers, Federal Ministry of Education and Research

	
	Ireland (Joint Chair)
	Brian Power, Department of Education and Skills

Lorraine Reilly, Department of Education and Skills

Yvonne Shanley, Department of Education and Skills

	
	Lithuania
	Aiste Urbonavičiūtė, Ministry of Education and Science

	
	Netherlands
	Jessica B Tenbosch, Ministry of Education, Culture and Science

	
	Scotland
	Miriam Craven, Student Awards Agency Scotland

Claire Neads, Scottish Government

	
	Sweden
	Annika Follin, Swedish Board for Study Support

Linda Norman Torvang, Ministry of Education and Research 

Johnna Wockatz, Ministry of Education and Research

	Apologies:
	Bologna Secretariat
	Cornelia Racké, Benelux Bologna Secretariat

	
	Croatia
	Luka Juros, Ministry of Science, Education and Sports

	
	EU Commission
	Julie Fionda, Directorate General for Education and Culture

	
	France
	Olivier Duplessy, Ministry of Higher Education and Research

	
	Norway
	Ellen Smogeli, Norwegian Ministry of Higher Education and Research


Introduction
Brian Power opened the meeting and welcomed all of the delegates to Dublin.  He acknowledged the regrets of a number of colleagues unable to attend due to flight restrictions imposed as a result of the ongoing volcanic ash situation.  He briefly outlined the purpose and objectives of the network and the main activities undertaken by the joint Austrian, Danish and Irish chairs since the last full network meeting in Glasgow in March 2009.
Presentations
Austria’s Mobility Grant 
Gottfried Schlöglhofer from the Austrian study grant authority made a presentation to the network meeting on the Austrian “Mobility Grant“, which was introduced in September 2008.  This is a financial support, at the same level as the Austrian study grant, for students who study a bachelor or masters programme at a State approved University, University of Applied Sciences or a University College of Teacher of Education outside Austria but within the EEA or in Switzerland.  Following the presentation, a discussion took place where the following points were clarified:
The number of applications for mobility grants received in the initial year (2008/09) was 668, with 341 grant awards.  The Grant Authority is satisfied with these numbers.  At the moment it cannot be estimated if there will be a substantial increase of the grant awards in the academic year 2010/11.  
Study must be on a full-time basis and students studying in a private college are not eligible to apply.  The grant is not available for PhD programmes.  Another support for studies abroad is the “Grant for Study Abroad”. Students can avail of both the ordinary grant and the Grant for Study Abroad at the same time.  The maximum duration for this grant is 20 months.  Tuition fees have been abolished for the majority of students from the summer semester 2009 onwards. If a student has to pay tuition fees, they will get a study allowance. Tuition fees are not paid for study outside of Austria.
A student must have received 15 credits before the first payment is made which can be as late as February or March.  Students must reapply each year – there are no automatic renewals.  If a student applies in Year 2 they must prove they have 30 credits from Year 1 before they are eligible.
The question of double support was raised.  This is a difficult area – in Austria, it is simply asked if the student is getting support from anywhere else, but currently there is no way of verifying this.  On the other hand, for example, a German student has to prove that they are not in receipt of support from their home country.  If an Austrian student is studying in Scotland, their tuition fees are paid by Scotland and they will receive the mobility grant from Austria.  
If a student is on an Erasmus programme then they will receive the difference between the Erasmus Grant and the Grant for Study Abroad.  Austria does not operate a student loan system.  Roughly 25% of students in Austria receive grant support.  Around 20% are self supporters.  When students finish their study their results are forwarded to the Grant Authority by the Universities - in that way, previous qualifications can be checked.

Information from the EU Commission
Unfortunately, due to travel restrictions, the Commission representative Julie Fionda was unable to attend the meeting.  However, she did forward information for circulation to the meeting on developments following the consultation phase on the Green Paper on promoting the learning mobility of young people, including key messages from the consultation on the portability of grants and loans and on the feasibility study to examine the potential need for a student lending facility at European level.

Brian Power briefly outlined the main points of the information from the Commission, recorded the network’s thanks for these and added that the network chairs and Germany had met with the Commission as part of the consultation phase on the Green Paper.  While it had been a matter for individual countries to comment on the content of the Green Paper in their national responses, it was clear that the issues raised by the network with the Commission in relation to the portability of grants and loans had also been taken on board in many of the national responses. This was a very positive and concrete outcome arising from the co-operation facilitated by the network. 

Developments in France in relation to student supports and portability  
Mr. Olivier Duplessy, the representative of the French Ministry, was unable to attend the meeting as planned due to the travel restrictions but forwarded a copy of his presentation, which was circulated to network members for information at the meeting.  
Dutch Student Support in European Perspective
Jessica ten Bosch, the representative of the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, delivered a presentation on the sustainability of requirements for the portability of student support in the Netherlands. During and following the presentation, discussion took place and the following points were made.
The portability of grants in the Netherlands only applies to the Higher Education Programme.  The level of the course is checked even if the study is taking place in EU.  The performance grant ensures that programmes are at HE level.

The main issue in relation to grants is the requirement for students to be resident in the Netherlands for 3 out of the last 6 years.  This can rule out migrant workers but equally Dutch nationals who have been living abroad.  In the context of the current challenges, a number of options must be considered - get rid of portability of student grants altogether, give them to everyone or, in the middle, just give grants to migrant students and not to Dutch students.  There should be equal treatment and free movement for foreign students, but the danger is that, due to the extent of resources involved, mobility grants may have to be done away with altogether.
Unlike the position in Germany, where grants are fully portable and they also cover some travel costs outside the country and tuition fees as part of the mobility grant, the Netherlands doesn’t pay any extra fees – just tuition fees and the same amount of grant to students regardless of where they study.  One of the reasons for this is that it may encourage students to stay in their own country.  If the grant was too generous for going abroad too many students may leave.  
The Dutch have a student public transport card which costs €80 per month and entitles student to travel for free or at a reduced rate.  The student needs to be eligible for student support to avail of this card.  Erasmus students are not registered in the host institution so therefore are not eligible for the card.  If the student does not gain their qualification they have to pay it back.  The travel card issued to Dutch students has been challenged at EU level.  It is argued that, as the travel card does not represent a student grant or loan, it should not be withheld from students on grounds of nationality.  
A number of countries indicated that they had either intervened or indicated an intention to intervene in the case relating to the residence requirement, based on concerns about the possible outcome of the case.
Update from Member Countries - Tour de Table
Austria
2008 saw major reform concerning the portability grants.  There have been improvements along the lines of the Bologna process.  Last year, students protested about funding for education and the Ministry has considered matters and made recommendations in the interim.  The outcome of this process should be available for the next meeting.
Denmark
In 2008 a new grant scheme was introduced offering tuition fee grants for students to study abroad.  The most popular destinations for study are the UK, the USA and Australia.  There will be a full evaluation in 2011 of how this is impacting on Danish universities and if it is found to be having a negative effect, the scheme of portable grants will be re-examined.

There is a new Minister for Education and with him has come new focus on younger student graduates.  The Government is working on promoting a younger graduate age.  Currently, the average age for graduating with a Masters is 31 year old and Batchelor of applied Science is 32 year old. 

Scotland
Scotland had been actively engaged in a feasibility study on the introduction of portable student support, based on a loan system rather than grants, but this has now been shelved due to financial constraints.

Scotland has moved to 100% online application for student grants.  This development has been well received and is working very well.  This year, there is a new independent student bursary and loan levels and childcare funding have increased.  Travel and some childcare supports are currently under review.  Fraudulent claiming of student support continues to be an issue and identity checks have been introduced, including checking of passports and visas.
Croatia
The current position on student supports in Croatia was outlined.  On the specific issue of the provision of support to students towards public transport costs, it was conformed that while there was no national system, as such, for transport costs, the position was that this depended on the local authority involved – in some cases, free provision may be made for students.
Belgium (Flemish Community)
Grants are means tested at all levels from kindergarten through to university level.  There is full portability, but with conditions: either one must have a Flemish degree from a Flemish school, or one must meet residency requirements.  Currently planned improvements include the provision of databanks which grant authorities can access, so it will do away with means testing in its current form.  The issue of data protection difficulties, which arise for a number of network member countries, was not such a difficult matter in Belgium, where issues only arise in relation to the biological database (birth certificates).  Austria has already addressed this issue and offered to discuss further.
Lithuania

Portability of grants is currently limited to just one to two semesters, although it is not limited to EU countries.  Due to the economic climate, it is not possible to change this position to accommodate for full courses at this time.  There are plans to start a state guaranteed loan system.  People tend to stay in the country where they have studied, so the Lithuanian government is examining ways to encourage mobile students to return.  
Germany
In order to take along a grant while studying abroad a student must have lived in Germany for three years.  Mobility grants used to be exclusively for long-term German residents, but now students only need to live for three years in Germany before they can take support abroad for more than short time-stays up to one year.  Some developments arising from the Bologna Process included the expected raising from autumn 2010 of the age limit from 30 to 35 to remain applicable for study grants when commencing a Masters Degree.  On the introduction of the European Credit Transfer System, it was indicated that this will need to be commenced in order to prove that it will work.  There is also a need to further reassess student support generally regardless of the last increase of 8% in the grants in autumn 2008 following the development of income limits since then. In addition, it was indicated that a national conference was planned in the following two weeks which would provide for engagement with national stakeholders.

Germany also has a national loan system operated by the Federal Bank.  It is not means tested but is interest bound.  It can only be used for studies in Germany.  The Ministry is currently trying to get this looked at for studies abroad.  There is also pressure to extend it to part-time study and Germany asked whether other countries provided support for part-time study.  Scotland funds 50% of tuition fees on the basis that a student must be undertaking 50% of a full-time course.  England funds partly for living costs and for tuition fees.  Austria only contributes to tuition fees.  Sweden provides 50% and upwards of funding and may be required to provide for part-time study abroad.  Belgium does not provide funding for part-time study.  Ireland indicated that there was a strong argument to fund part-time provision in order to re-skill or up-skill in the current employment market and that scope for change in this regard was being considered in the context of its new student support legislation.  However, current budgetary constraints in a number of countries might render such change difficult in the short term.

Finland
The current position on student supports and on the portability of student funding in Finland was outlined.  It was also pointed out that 2009 saw a small increase in the uptake of full-time study.

England
In England, there has been an independent review of higher education, which looked at a range of grant-related issues including the operation of variable tuition fees, access and portability.  The changes in income thresholds and the repayment of loans were also being examined.  One of the issues which emerged was the very high incidence of migrant workers availing of supports – while these had been dealt with previously by the local authorities, they would now be dealt with by the central assessment agency.
On the latter point, there was a discussion on whether it would be possible or feasible for each country or individual students to provide evidence indicating whether the student is eligible for funding in the home country.  One suggestion was to look at the extent of cases for all of the countries of origin and carry out an analysis of risk.  However, it was pointed out that in relation to establishing individual eligibility, students would have to go through the complete application process in order to get the answer.  It was suggested that that the onus should be on the student seeking support to first apply for portable support in the home country and, if turned down, be in a position to show this evidence when applying for support in the host country.  
Sweden
In Sweden, new student support legislation is currently being introduced to make the system more effective.  A more stringent view of previous academic history is being taken and part-time study abroad is also provided for in the bill.  A new committee has been appointed for the overview of the portability system following on the outcome of an independent review.  It was also concluded that quality checks are not flexible enough and the difficulty with students getting loans with a propensity to go abroad and disappear was also highlighted. 

Sweden also raised the issue of the EU Single Permit Directive - this proposal establishes a single residence and work permit and defines the rights of Non-EU Member Country workers holding this permit.  The permit allows Non-EU Member Country nationals to enter and stay in the issuing Member State and to enjoy equal treatment with nationals in areas such as working conditions, education and vocational training, recognition of diplomas, social security, including health care and tax benefits.  However, Member States may restrict equality of treatment with regard to study grants, access to public housing and payment of unemployment benefits. They may also make access to education and vocational training conditional on appropriate competence in the language of the host country.  Austria also expressed its concern with the implications of the Single Permit Directive and it was agreed that these might be further explored in the context of student supports.
Ireland
Ireland reported that, due to the economic downturn and the lack of employment opportunities, applications for higher education places had increased substantially and applications for means-tested student supports had risen by an unprecedented 30%.  Budgetary restrictions across all areas had also impacted on student supports where there had been a 5% reduction in the rate of student grant.  In addition, students moving from unemployment to study and in receipt of the social welfare Back to Education allowance will no longer be eligible to simultaneously hold a student maintenance grant.
Further changes were proposed for the Student Support Bill involving greater centralisation of the student grants awarding function than initially envisaged.  In the interim, a number of the measures proposed in the legislation were already being introduced this year, including a change in the residency clause from one year to three out of the last five years, which is more in line with other European states.  Another change was that the residency requirement must in future be met by the student, a change from previous practice where this could be met by the parent.  Ireland also indicated that it was planning to introduce a pilot online application facility in August 2010.
Netherlands
As with a number of other countries, the Netherlands reported that, due to the economic situation, budgets have been cut.  In that context, a number of options were being explored in the area of student supports including the option to move to a loan system, rather than grants and consideration of the possibility of increasing tuition fees.

Updates for discussion on the work of the Network
Template for Public Information 
Eduard Galler and Hermann Holubetz, on behalf of the Austrian chair, detailed a proposal for a template for public information on the Bologna website.  The current website held information on grants and loans systems in various European countries, together with individual contact addresses in ministries and agencies in a password-protected section, not available to the general public.

The proposed template for public information would involve, on the one hand, maintaining the existing information on a password-protected page for internal use, while providing information tailored for public consumption on the non-password protected section of the Bologna website.  This would include a short description of the work of the NESSIE network, a short description of the student supports offered by each country, including the most necessary information concerning portability of grants and loans.  It would not include any personal contact addresses.
The new template for public information would be circulated to network members with the papers from the Dublin meeting and members were asked to complete and return these as soon as possible thereafter.
Template on data exchange

Mia Wallin, on behalf of the Danish chair, explained the purpose and the approach adopted in drawing up the template on data exchange and requested that each country complete the template and return to her as soon as possible.  She proposed that the information collected could be used as basis for more in-depth discussion on the issues involved at the next meeting of the network.  
The issue of data protection was a difficult one.  For example, currently, Demark could only exchange data with other Nordic countries - in order to do this on a broader basis, further legislation would be required.  In response to a query concerning the possibility of separate treatment of Scotland and other constituent areas of the UK in this regard, it was considered that this would not be possible at present.
Terms of Reference
Brian Power, on behalf of the Irish chair, indicated that the terms of reference for a number of Bologna Working Groups were currently undergoing a process of review in the context of the Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué and that this presented an opportunity for NESSIE to re-examine the purpose and objectives of the network, together with the specific tasks required to implement those objectives.  Essentially, this exercise would guide the development of the network over the next two years.

The following updated objectives for the network were suggested and agreed:
· To promote the portability of grants and loans in order to facilitate greater mobility of students across the European Higher Education Area

· To support the related objectives of achieving more balanced flows of incoming and outgoing students across the European Higher Education Area and an improved participation rate from diverse student groups
· To offer practical solutions for member countries in implementing schemes of portable student support

· To share information on developments in relation to the portability of student grants and loans in order to ensure balanced and sustainable mechanisms to support the mobility of students

· To raise issues of common concern in relation to the portability of student supports

In relation to the specific tasks required to implement these objectives, it was acknowledged that the current tasks involving pilot data exchange and the database of information were valuable information tools and should continue.  In addition, it was important to recognise the enormous value of existing informal information sharing, which effectively functioned as a European grants and loans query response mechanism.
Also, in response to the Ministerial Communiqué, the network should aim for an improved participation rate from diverse student groups and liaise with the Bologna Social Dimension Working Group to examine how the portability of student grants and loans might facilitate greater mobility of diverse student groups.  It was proposed that the network would also look at agreeing a baseline for future monitoring of support to these groups.
Any Other Business
The participants extended their thanks to the Department of Education and Skills for hosting the meeting and for arranging a very full and worthwhile agenda.
Conclusion
On behalf of the joint Chairs, Brian Power thanked everyone for attending the meeting and for their inputs and discussion.  He also particularly thanked those who had prepared and delivered presentations on topics of interest to the network, including colleagues who were unable to attend because of flight restrictions.  He indicated that the minutes of the meeting, together with presentations in electronic format, would be sent to all network members in due course and would also be presented to the Bologna Secretariat.
Date, Time and Venue of Next Network Meeting
This would be a matter for discussion at the next Chair’s meeting and would be subsequently communicated to all network members.
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