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1. Welcome and Introduction to the BFUG Meeting by the Chairs
Mr. Andrejs Rauhvargers (Latvia), the BFUG Co-Chair, welcomed the BFUG members in Riga and wished the participants a successful meeting.

Ms. Una Strand Viðarsdottir (Iceland), the BFUG Co-Chair, informed the BFUG that the last Board meeting was organised in Reykjavik the details of which are available in the Reykjavik draft minutes. 
The BFUG was informed that there were 83 participants present at the meeting and the apologies were received from Bulgaria and Greece. The following countries/organisations were not present at the meeting: Albania, Azerbaijan, EUROSTAT, Moldova, Montenegro, Slovenia and UNESCO. 
2. Adoption of the agenda
Documents:   BFUG_LV_IS_45_2a [Draft agenda] 

                    BFUG_LV_IS_45_2b [Draft annotated agenda]

The agenda of the meeting was adopted with the inclusion of three items in “AOB”, which are:

1. Update from France on the structure and composition of the 2015-2018 BFUG Secretariat
2. Request to the BFUG to review and update the document “BFUG_IE_HR_35_13_Information on  BFUG proceedings”
3. Information from ESU. 
3. Draft minutes of the BFUG Board meeting, Reykjavik, 24 February 2015 and        draft outcome of proceedings of the BFUG meeting, Riga 26-27 January 2015 

           Document:   BFUG_LV_IS_45_3a [BFUG Board Reykjavik draft minutes] 

                         BFUG_LV_IS_45_3b [BFUG Riga draft outcome of proceedings]  
The BFUG approved the Riga BFUG meeting draft outcome of proceedings and took note of the Reykjavik Board meeting draft minutes with the inclusion of some minor rephrasing.
4. Draft final reports from the WGs 

     4a. Reporting on the Bologna Process Implementation WG

           Document:  BFUG_LV_IS_45_4a [Pre-final draft of the 2015 Implementation report]
Mr. Andrejs Rauhvargers (Latvia), the Co-Chair of the Reporting WG noted that tremendous work had been done on the 2015 Bologna Process Implementation Report. The BFUG was advised that the EHEA countries still had the possibility to send in corrections to the Report by the end of March 2015. The Report would be finalised and print-ready in April 2015.

Mr. David Crosier (Eurydice) noted that the drafting team had been trying to make the Report as useable and user-friendly as possible. Moreover, the decision made at the Riga BFUG meeting in January concerning the inclusion of the 4 new scorecard indicators (SIs) was highlighted. The participants were advised that after the BFUG meeting in January the EHEA countries had had a chance to comment on the SIs. The comments received raised some issues with SI 8, which was later revised to eliminate the problems. The BFUG was asked to consider revising the SIs on portability and on mobility support to disadvantaged learners along the same lines as had been done in case of SI 8.

For more details concerning the revision of the SIs, please refer to the presentation below:
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The BFUG approved the suggested changes to the SIs and endorsed the Report. 
      4b. Social Dimension and Lifelong Learning WG

           Documents:  BFUG_LV_IS_45_4b [Draft Strategy_Widening Participation for Equity and  

                              Growth]

                              BFUG_LV_IS_45_4b_Annex [Draft Guidelines for National Access Plans or  

                              Strategies]

Ms. Elisabeth Gehrke (ESU), the Co-Chair of the SD&LLL WG noted that the WG met in Brussels at the beginning of March to revise the Strategy according to the comments received at the BFUG meeting in January. It was underlined that in the revised draft Strategy, teaching and learning, lifelong learning, as well as participation in and completion of HE were better highlighted. Moreover, the revised draft also took into account the situation in some EHEA countries where the social dimension is embedded in the overall higher education strategy. 

The main points of the discussion that followed are summarised below:

· To better consider the situation in all the EHEA countries, it would be appropriate to replace the main idea of developing ‘national access plans or strategies’ with one of developing ‘national policies for the social dimension’. At the same time, it would be desirable to highlight the importance of coherence of such national policies. 

· The opening sentence of the Strategy should be reformulated to make clear whom the subject ‘we’ refers to. There were also doubts expressed as regards subject “we” in the following parts of the Strategy, e.g. in the part “We encourage member countries to use these guidelines […]”.

· To the inquiry whether the Guidelines would be presented to the EHEA Ministers in May, it was explained that the document on guidelines was designed to assist member countries in devising national access plans and was not therefore part of the Strategy to be presented to the Ministers for adoption.
The Co-Chair, Ms. Una Strand Viðarsdottir (Iceland) concluded that the Strategy would be amended in line with the comments received and, in particular, making clear that there is not a need for designing a separate/new plan for the social dimension in the EHEA countries. The revised document would be circulated to the BFUG in a week’s time.

5. Yerevan Ministerial Communiqué (Draft 2) 
          Documents:  BFUG_LV_IS_45_5a [Cover note_ revised draft of the Yerevan  

                              Communiqué] 

                              BFUG_LV_IS_45_5a.1 [Work at Communiqué]
                              BFUG_LV_IS_45_5b [Yerevan Ministerial Communiqué_draft 2]
                              BFUG_LV_IS_45_5c [Draft outline of the 2015-2018 EHEA work  

                              programme]

Mr. Andrejs Rauhvargers (Latvia), the Co-Chair recalled the BFUG’s decision in January that following the BFUG meeting the comments from the countries would be incorporated into the draft Communiqué; afterwards the redraft would be circulated for obtaining further comments. The BFUG was informed that many EHEA countries had submitted suggestions and two   proposals from EUA and EC with suggestions for more extensive rewriting were also received. The Communiqué was redrafted again taking into account the feedback from the countries. However, as the proposals from EUA and EC considerably diverged not only from the draft sent for consultation but also from each other, and were very extensive, they were not integrated in the revised draft but presented separately. The Communiqué was redrafted based on the three drafts received. As a result, draft 2 was produced.

Following that, draft 2 of the Communiqué was discussed and the following comments were received: 

· A stronger political message was deemed necessary for highlighting the role of higher education in enhancing the democratic culture and civil society.

· In addition, a stronger message on the collective ambition of the EHEA to achieve the goals laid out in the Communiqué is required.

· A pathfinding group could be established on the professional recognition.

· There is a need to reaffirm the public responsibility for HE within the Communiqué.  

· The work of the academic staff to meet the more diverse needs of the more diverse student population should be continued and academic freedom, institutional autonomy and academic integrity should be reaffirmed.

· The link between teaching, learning and research should be more stressed, which should not be limited only to the issue of employment. Also, there is a need to mention strengthening of the links between the European Research Area (ERA) and the EHEA. 

· The issue of mobility opportunities for student and staff from conflict areas, which has been left out from the draft 2, should be brought in again. It should also be added that efforts would be made to make it possible for them to return home once conditions allow. 

· Lifelong learning should be included since it is crucial to, amongst others, recognition and employability agenda.

· In the Communiqué, there is a reference to automatic recognition, but there is not a reference to the activities carried out by the pathfinder group on automatic recognition (PfG). The work of PfG should be recognised in the document.

The reference to the guidelines on portability of loans and grants was questioned due to procedural reasons. It was suggested that the way it appeared in the draft was not transparent as the document was not properly discussed in the BFUG and at the first BFUG the clear willingness to include it to the draft was not expressed. Concerning the paragraph on the priority on enhancing the quality and relevance of learning and teaching, it was noted:

· The ambition regarding the students’ involvement in the quality assurance procedures and curriculum design should be raised. 

· There is a need to be more specific on who will perform the actions described in the paragraph. The paragraph could be rephrased to use the wording ‘we will work with HEIs’, ‘we will cooperate’, ‘we will incentivise’, etc.

Concerning the paragraph on the priority on employment, it was noted:

· The sentence regarding teaching and learning is inappropriate and should be removed from the paragraph and inserted in the previous paragraph.

· In the first sentence of the paragraph, ‘employability’ might be more suitable than ‘employment’.

· It was acknowledged that the idea of ‘rewarding’ or ‘supporting’ the HEIs for reaching the goals mentioned in the paragraph is important. To reach the goals strengthening of the HEIs’ dialogue with employers and other stakeholders is necessary.

Concerning the paragraph on making our systems more inclusive, it was said:

· The fourth sentence in the paragraph on the need ‘to develop more effective policies for the recognition of credits gained abroad, etc’ would fit more in the next paragraph, and hence should be moved there.

· The points on the mobility of teacher education students and the mobility of students and staff from conflict areas could be added in this paragraph.

· The need to improve permeability and articulation between different education sectors should be included in the paragraph.
· In the third sentence, ‘the social dimension of higher education’ should be stated clearly.

Concerning the paragraph on implementing agreed structural reforms, it was said:

· To add an introductory paragraph that would speak about the three goals of structural reforms.

· When referring to joint programmes, to mention also joint degrees.

· The reference to the “more in-depth reporting” should be softened and clarified in the way the commitment is about more precise measurement of performance and refers to reporting from member countries. 

In the light of the BFUG’s decision concerning Belarus accession to the EHEA, the respective paragraph in the Communiqué would be rephrased. 

As for the section on endorsing the reports of the 2012-2015 BFUG structures, it was proposed to reformulate the first sentence so as it would read “ […]we take note with approval of the reports […]” and add the report of the Pathfinder group on automatic recognition. 

The following was suggested towards revising the commitments in the appendix:

· The first commitment could be rephrased in line with the wording used in the SRWG final report. The reference to recognition of short cycle qualifications, including the systems which do not comprise such qualifications, should be added. It was clarified that, as regards the systems which do not comprise short cycle qualifications, such a commitment does not refer to the need of recognizing short cycle qualification as higher education qualification but aims at recognition of learning outcomes gained while the short cycle programme for the purpose of progression, e.g. in the framework of RPL.
· To add a commitment concerning establishing a pathfinder group on professional recognition.

· It could be recognised that in certain national higher education systems there are limitations to RPL. 

· Should there be specific recommendations an EHEA country does not agree with, it would be left to the Ministers to make a final decision. 

· As for the commitments on following the guidelines for staff mobility and portability of grants and loans, they could be reformulated in the way the refer to “promoting” staff mobility and portability “taking into account” the guidelines. Moreover, the reference to the portability should be included in the brackets. The Ministers would decide whether to commit to “promoting the portability of grants and loans taking into account the guidelines” in Yerevan.

· There should be a commitment to ensure that qualifications from other EHEA countries are recognized at the same level as domestic ones. 

· Another commitment could be added concerning enabling HEIs to use a suitable EQAR registered agency for their external quality assurance process. The wording could follow the one found in SRWG report or in EQAR’s input for the Yerevan MC.

The Co-Chair concluded that the draft Communiqué would be revised according to the discussion and sent to the BFUG with the purpose to clarify that the revised draft reflected the feedback received at the BFUG meeting in Riga. However, no further major comments or substantial revision proposals could be accepted by the drafting group. 

Draft outline of the 2015-2018 BFUG work programme

Mr. Andrejs Rauhvargers (Latvia), the Co-Chair underlined that the BFUG usually discusses its work programme at the beginning of each work period in autumn. It was further explained that with the aim to save some time for other issues at the BFUG meeting in autumn 2015, the draft outline of the 2015-2018 BFUG work programme had already been developed. However, it was stressed that the outline would be changed according to the feedback from the BFUG and its Board after the Yerevan Ministerial events.

In the discussion that followed, the BFUG noted that some restructuring of the working groups (WGs) was needed. They should be grouped in a way to reflect the priorities identified in the Communiqué that the Ministers would commit to in May. 

Moreover, the WGs should be clear on their purpose and should not replace the responsibility of the BFUG to work on the political issues. Instead, the main focus of the WGs should be on the implementation of the Bologna action lines. This could be achieved through inter alia the organisation of peer learning activities and dialogue on the themes under each WG’s remit with the countries that would need and would have asked for the support. The WGs would be expected to report back to the BFUG on their activities. On this basis the BFUG would draw conclusions on the different themes.  

Other specific suggestions were also received:

· The proposed WG on Learning and Teaching could be merged with the one on Research and Teaching.

· On the one hand, the WGs should be smaller and if needed, there should be a possibility for setting-up ad-hoc WGs, pathfinder groups, task forces, etc. 

· The profiles and the application process/selection of the WG members should be given a careful consideration.

· On the other hand experience shows that it is not always easy to establish small WG in which all members are fully committed to its work. Smaller groups and bigger number of groups raise the dilemma of whether less affluent countries with smaller capacities will be properly represented in the Bologna Process. 

· BFUG meetings should be more devoted to content-related discussions. All matters being a subject of commitments by the Ministers should be properly discussed beforehand by the BFUG. 

· For the upcoming period, there is a need to better involve the stakeholders and practitioners in the activities of the BFUG structures. 

· From the practical point of view, the WGs should send in documents in time to enable good discussions in the BFUG.

· Issues concerning short cycle qualifications should be included in the work plan.

· In the first bullet point on page 3 it should be noted that the coordination with the programmes of UNESCO should be improved as well.

· Last but not least, the ad-hoc group for drafting the roadmap to be implemented by the Belarusian authorities should also be included in the work plan.

The Co-Chair concluded that the draft outline of the 2015-2018 BFUG work programme would be revised in line with the feedback received and, in particular, the WGs would be grouped according to the priorities in the Yerevan Communiqué. 

6. Fourth Bologna Policy Forum Statement (Draft 1)
          Document:  BFUG_LV_IS_45_6 [Fourth BPF Statement_draft 1]
The first draft of the Statement of the Fourth Bologna Policy Forum (BPF) was presented by Ms.  Karine Harutyunyan (Armenia) who noted that the current document had been modified according to the comments made by the BFUG Board during its meeting on 24 February 2015 in Reykjavik. 
Thus, the BFUG made the following comments:

· There is a need for the clarification in the lines 13-18.

· The protection of staff and students in ensuring the academic freedom, integrity and autonomy of higher education institutions is suggested to be added in the line 18.

· It is suggested to use the same wording as in the Communiqué in the lines 25-28.

· There is a problem in the lines 62-65 since putting Lisbon and Tokyo Conventions in this sentence implies the indication of the African one as well. Moreover, the next text of the Tokyo Convention is on the way to be ratified, hence it should be used with the caveat. Thus, there is a need to either mention all the initiatives or be more specific. 

· In the lines 69-72 there is a need to underline the importance of continuing cooperation between higher education institutions and commitment of the BPF participants to support exchanges of students and staff and joint projects to strengthen the capacity of higher education institutions in the EHEA and in partner countries to contribute to democratic developments based on high quality education and research in the light of recent political instability and attacks on democracy and the rule of law in a number of countries. 
· It is suggested to add that the involvement of the academic community, including students and academics, as well as other key stakeholders, is essential in developing and supporting the reforms in the line 72. 
· It should be added in the line 85 that the next BPF will be organised in 2018 in France in conjunction with the Ministerial Conference.
The Chair noted that all the comments made were rather specific; therefore, the BFUG was asked to send their written comments to the Secretariat.  
7. Update on the preparation of the Ministerial Conference and Fourth Bologna       Policy Forum in Yerevan in 2015

          Documents:   BFUG_LV_IS_45_7a [Programme for Yerevan MC and 4th BPF]                  

                              BFUG_LV_IS_45_7b [Programme for Yerevan MC and 4th BPF]   
Ms. Karine Harutyunyan (Armenia) informed the BFUG that preparations were in full swing for the Yerevan Ministerial events. The EHEA delegations were encouraged to register for the events and make hotel reservations by the established deadline of 1 April 2015. As for the bilateral meetings, the delegations wishing to hold such meetings could submit their requests to the Secretariat indicating the name of the counterparts they would like to meet.

As for the programme of the Yerevan Ministerial Conference and Fourth Bologna Policy Forum (BPF), the BFUG was advised that the document had been revised based on the discussions at the Riga BFUG and Reykjavik BFUG Board meetings and two options were put forward: option A allowed for the Communiqué discussions on both days of the Conference and option B had time allocated for these discussions only on the second day of the Conference. 

Finally, the BFUG was asked for assistance in suggesting keynote speakers and moderators for some sessions of the Conference and BPF.

The participants discussed the two options of the programme and made the following suggestions and comments:

· It would be reasonable to give a chance to the heads of delegations to choose one of the four suggested parallel sessions on the first day rather than to gather them in a single parallel session.

· The stakeholders of higher education should be actively involved in all the sessions.

· On a practical note, in order to facilitate the delegations’ plannings for the bilateral meetings, it was suggested to make available the names of the Ministers/heads of delegations who would have registered for the events at the Backoffice restricted area.

The BFUG adopted the programme option A and agreed that the interactive panel, which had been already envisaged in the programme, would provide the stakeholders with an excellent opportunity to present their views.

8. BFUG opinion on the applications to the EHEA accession

          Documents:  BFUG_LV_IS_45_8a [Kosovo
 EHEA accession_elements for discussion and   

                             recommendations]

                             BFUG_LV_IS_45_8b [Belarus EHEA accession_elements for discussion and  

                             recommendations]

                             BFUG_LV_IS_45_8c [Belarus - options paper for the BFUG]                

                             BFUG_LV_IS_45_8d [Report_Visit by the BFUG members to Minsk_ 

                             Organised by the CoE]   

                             BFUG_LV_IS_45_8e.1 [Belarus_roadmap_eng]

                             BFUG_LV_IS_45_8e.2 [Belarus_roadmap_rus]
The Chair, Ms. Una Strand Viðarsdottir (Iceland) reminded the BFUG that during its meeting on 27-28 November 2014 in Rome the BFUG decided to set up an ad-hoc committee for the analysis of the EHEA accession applications of Kosovo and Belarus and prepare the corresponding recommendations for the BFUG’s discussion. 

Moreover, the recommendations of the ad-hoc committee were discussed during the BFUG Board meeting in Reykjavik and the details are available in the draft minutes of the meeting. 

Mr. Sjur Bergan (CoE) informed the BFUG that although Kosovo had announced publicly that it intended to apply both for membership of the CoE and accession to the European Cultural Convention some time in March 2015, no application had been submitted and no information was available as to when and whether Kosovo would apply for accession to the European Cultural Convention. 

In light of the information provided by the CoE, the Chair concluded that there was no need to consider the EHEA accession application of Kosovo in haste and this issue should be put aside at the moment. 

With  regards 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:
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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. 

Last but not least the BFUG was informed that the ad-hoc group set-up for drafting the roadmap to be implemented by the Belarusian authorities over the next three years would be composed of the CoE, the BFUG present Co-Chairs (Latvia and Iceland), EC, EI, ESU, Germany, the Holy See, Poland  and UK Scotland. Moreover, the roadmap would be circulated electronically to the BFUG members.
9. AOB 
1. Ms. Patricia Pol (France) gave an update about the upcoming Bologna Secretariat to be set-up by France after the mandate of Armenia is over. Hence it was noted that the French Bologna Secretariat would be operational from 1 July 2015 to 30 June 2018. 

The overall outline for the French Secretariat is a team of 6 full-time people, including a Secretary-General as the Head, 4 policy officers (with at least 1 for the Bologna Policy Forum and 1 for the webmaster), and 1 assistant.

On the basis of ongoing bilateral negotiations, Germany, together with Armenia, are 2 partner countries willing to support 1 full-time position. Any other country willing to support is welcome. 

For more information, please, see the PPT below:
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2. Mr. Ernö Keszei (Hungary) asked the BFUG to review and update the document “BFUG_IE_HR_35_13_Information on BFUG proceedings” which was adopted by the BFUG on 14-15 March 2013 during the Dublin BFUG meeting and use it more as a procedural document. 
3. Mr. Fernando Miguel Galán Palomares (ESU) recalled the recommendation of the Board that after the endorsement of the minutes/draft outcome of proceedings of the meetings, documents which were also endorsed at meetings of the BFUG/Board as well as the structures of the 2012-2015 Work Plan, should be made freely accessible in the Archive except for the documents containing information on the application of the countries for the EHEA membership and draft versions of the Communiqués.
Moreover, the BFUG was informed that the General Assembly of ESU would be held in Yerevan before the Ministerial Conference and since there is a requirement of the student participation in the delegation for the Ministerial Conference, the students can contact ESU concerning the financial aspects for the participation to both events. 
The Chair thanked the BFUG members for their fruitful discussions and contributions. 

� All reference to Kosovo, whether to the territory, institutions or population, in this text shall be understood in full compliance with United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 and without prejudice to the status of Kosovo.
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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.
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Pre-final version distributed March 9th



Most corrections included, and the rest will be done…



Ongoing work on editing, graphic design & proof-reading
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New scorecard indicators

For 3.8 (openness to cross-border QA) no issues raised, other than country corrections



For indicators with a social dimension focus, problem of leaving out countries (that provide support to less than 10% of students)..



Hence reworking of indicator 4.10..
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Revised Scorecard indicator 4.10: 
Measures to support the participation of disadvantaged students 2013/14







		

		

		

		

		



1) Targeted or mainstream financial support;

2) Quantitative policy objectives for participation/completion;

3) Monitoring



As above, but without 2)



As above, but without 2) and 3)



No financial support, but either 2) or 3)

No elements
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Social Dimension indicator choices



1) 	Follow the same logic as for 4.10 (putting back missing 	countries) for indicators 7.35 (portability) and 7.38 (support to 	disadvantaged students)   



In this case, countries added in will be consulted on these specific indicators



2)	Cut these indicators 
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FINALISATION PROCESS 



Last written comments by 31 March at latest



Report will be print-ready during first week after Easter



Report will be on time for Yerevan
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	 2015-2018



Presentation

 BFUG March 24-25th 2015







An independant « task force »

	       Working for for  the BFUG

		             Coordinated by the French MENESR





	





                 

            Ministry for National Education, Higher Education and Research

Minister and a Secretary of state or Deputy Minister (to be nominated April 3rd)

DG of Higher Education

And 

Employability





DG of Research and 

Innovation







Bologna Secretariat

Division for International and European Affairs 

Of Higher Education, Research and Innovation

(MEIRIES)







The task force…

A permanent team located in Paris (6 full time positions )

Director (/ General Secretary)

4 project officers (to be confirmed) : follow up of the working groups and other activities with specialization on: 

-  the preparation of the BFUG and BFUG board 

- the web site and social networks

- the non EHEA cooperation  and the Bologna policy Forum

1 assistant

 With the support of part time experts located in Paris or in a EHEA country and appointed on specific projects
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….Common skills

		- Fluent English, very good notions of French

		- Able to work on a project management basis

		- High availibility and mobility
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Project structure « Secrétariat de Bologne »

Budget ert demande subvention commission

 Communication

Préparation- Installation 

Structure-RH-bureaux,

Comité de pilotage :

 Cabinet/ DGESI/MEIRIES

Groupe projet 

MEIRIES et DGESIP

Responsable : 

C. Bélan-Ménagier



Avec : 

Hélène Lagier

stagiaire 

(ou Aurore)







Responsable :

S. Vasseur

Avec :

P.Pol 

et C. Belan Ménagier









Préparation



Responsable de 

l’organisation :

(RV, contacts,

 dossiers) :

Aurore LEROY

Avec Stagiaire

Responsable :  

H. Lagier

Fabien Musitelli

et Delcom







Coordonnatrice:

 Elsa Comby



Coordonnatrice :

Patricia Pol 

1 point hebdomadaire

1 point mensuel

Relations BFUG-Commission

Responsable : 

Patricia Pol 



Avec C. Belan-

Ménagier 

et H.Lagier

Recrutement 



Responsable : P.Pol S. Vasseur 

		Elsa COMBY, JMJolion

		Jean-Baptiste PREVOST

		Simone BONNAFOUS

		Patricia POL

		Marie-Hélène GRANIER-FAUQUERT

		Sylvie VASSEUR

		Futur-e SG?



		Patricia POL

		Caroline BELAN-MENAGIER

		Hélène LAGIER

		Aurore LEROY

		Sylvie Vasseur

		Fabien MUSITELLI

		Futur-e SG?



Sélection (avec 

experts BFUG)

















Some pending issues….

		Participation of EHEA countries : 

		Web site
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Planning général

Project Group

Recruitment  process
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