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Introduction 

• Dear Minister (Greek Minister of Education Mrs Marietta 

Giannakou), dear State Secretary (Mr Andreas Storm from 

Germany), dear Chairman, dear Ladies and Gentlemen  

• I am delighted to be here in Thessaloniki and to participate at this 

AGORA conference “Building a European VET area”. I would like 

to thank Cedefop and the German Presidency for the organisation 

of this conference and for the invitation to it.  

• Aviana Bulgarelli, the Director of Cedefop, will as the next speaker 

focus her intervention on VET, on the Copenhagen process, the 

Maastricht and Helsinki Communiqué. I will in my speech also 

address VET, however put it in a larger framework, namely in the 

framework of our activities within ‘Education and Training 2010’ 

and our efforts to create a ‘European Area of Lifelong Learning for 

All’. I will address three main points: the first concerns the role of 

the EU in the discussion and policy debates about education and 

training? Secondly, I’ll highlight the main policy dimensions which 

are currently important at the European level. And thirdly, I’ll 
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speak about future perspectives, about some challenges and issues 

which, beyond our current target date of 2010, are either likely to 

remain priorities or to become much more important than they 

currently are. 

The European framework for action 

• Let me start by recalling that policy debates about education and 

training at the European level got a real boost from the Lisbon 

strategy launched by the European Council in 2000. At that time, 

our political masters at the European level recognised fully and 

clearly, probably for the first time so clear, that education and 

training, within a lifelong learning perspective, must underpin the 

development and success of today's knowledge society and 

economy. 

• We have come a long way since then. Working together the 

Member States and the Commission have set up an overarching 

European policy framework which has started to produce concrete 

results for the benefit of national education and training systems 

and stakeholders and, I am convinced, for the citizens.   This policy 

framework is known since 2004 as the "Education and Training 

2010" work programme. It combines the following elements: 

• Firstly, European education ministers have agreed three overall 

objectives:  
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o to improve the quality and effectiveness of education and 

training systems; 

o to facilitate access to education and training systems; 

o to open up education and training systems to the wider world. 

Under each of these three broad objectives, you will find more 

specific objectives. But I will not detail those today. 

• Secondly, we organise peer learning activities between Member 

States interested in developing together their national policies and 

systems in specific fields. Among the areas covered in our clusters 

of countries, you will find the modernisation of higher education, 

teachers and trainers, making best use of resources, ICT and the 

recognition of learning outcomes. 

• Thirdly, we monitor progress with the help of a set of indicators 

and five European benchmarks agreed by education ministers, for 

example the rate of early school leavers or adult participation in 

lifelong learning. 

• Fourthly, every two years, Member States prepare national reports 

on their progress towards the agreed common objectives and, on 

this basis, the Council and Commission agree on Joint progress 

Report. The next set of national reports will be submitted at the end 

of April 2007 leading to our next Joint Report in February 2008. Of 

course, these national and European progress reports on education 
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and training feed directly into the reporting under the overall so-

called Lisbon process. 

• And finally, building on our close cooperation with Member States 

and stakeholders, we develop European reference tools which, 

when agreed at the EU level, support policy development and, 

particularly, Member States' own reforms. Examples of such 

reference tools are the resolution on lifelong learning (2002), the 

resolution on lifelong guidance (2004), the recently adopted 

recommendation on key competences for lifelong learning and the 

proposal for the establishment of a European Qualifications 

Framework that is currently being discussed at the level of the 

Council and the European Parliament.  

• And as I have already said, the whole purpose of this European 

cooperation is to support Member States and stakeholders in 

pursuing their own education and training reforms to meet 

challenges that are largely common to all countries. 

Main EU policy dimensions 

• So this is our EU policy framework for action. I will now turn to 

the content side, that is, the main policy dimensions which 

influencing our discussions at the European level.  

• There are currently two overarching policy dimensions: on the one 

hand, we have the contribution of education and training to creating 

jobs and growth - the Lisbon strand of our work. This is about 
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boosting Europe's competitiveness, innovation and about sustaining 

people's employability in a rapidly changing economy. It is crucial 

for the well-being of our citizens.  

• On the other hand, as we all know, education and training is not 

just about jobs and growth. It is also about personal development, 

social inclusion and active citizenship. This is why we have the 

specific "Education and Training 2010" work programme which 

includes not only the jobs and growth objective but all these 

broader societal and personal aspects. "Education and Training 

2010" therefore not only feeds into but also complements the 

Lisbon strategy. 

• We have thus to strike the right balance at the European and at the 

national level. Of course, "Education and Training 2010" should be 

geared towards the Lisbon strategy with its focus on jobs and 

growth. But this does not mean that we should neglect social 

inclusion and active citizenship, which are just as fundamental for 

the cohesion, success and wellbeing of our societies. 

The Copenhagen process 

• Some words to the Copenhagen process, which will be presented in 

a more profound way by the next speaker. This process on 

enhanced European cooperation in vocational education and 

training (VET) commenced in 2002 to emulate the Bologna process 

in the field of higher education. At their informal meeting in 

Helsinki, on 5 December 2006, ministers emphasised the role of 
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this process in highlighting the importance of VET, improving its 

visibility and inspiring national reforms. 

• In the Helsinki Communiqué, the 33 countries now participating in 

the process and the European social partners agreed to continue the 

Copenhagen process, and to further develop the tools for enhancing 

the quality, transparency and recognition of competences and 

qualifications. 

• Participating countries have agreed to pay more attention to the 

image, status and attractiveness of VET. More emphasis will be 

placed on quality and good governance of VET systems and 

providers in delivering the VET agenda. 

• The development and implementation of common European tools is 

continuing in order to pave the way towards a European area of 

VET, to support the competitiveness of the European labour 

market, and to facilitate mobility of learners and workers.  

• The public consultation on ECVET- a system for the accumulation 

and transfer of credit in VET – concluded by 31 March 2007. We 

are now in the process to analyse the replies received and will 

present them for discussion at the Presidency Conference in 

Munich on 4-5 June.  

• The draft recommendation for a European Qualifications 

Framework is being discussed by the Council and the Parliament 

and we hope to have a joint recommendation on the EQF later this 

year.  
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• We want to see Europass in common use for all young people 

leaving education and training. The European Network on Quality 

Assurance in VET now has 24 active members engaged in 

implementing the Common Quality Assurance Framework for 

VET. 

• The Copenhagen process fosters mutual learning. It supports 

European cooperation and allows the participating countries to 

consider their policies in light of experience from other countries. It 

provides a framework for working together, learning from others, 

sharing ideas, experience and results.  

• The process seeks to strengthen the involvement of different 

stakeholders and enables their contribution to common goals. We 

place importance on their active participation of stakeholders at 

European, national, regional and local level in testing and 

implementing the common European tools for VET.  

 

Lifelong learning strategies 

• Ladies and Gentlemen, if there is one approach that brings all 

dimensions of our objectives and work together, then it is lifelong 

learning. This is why the development of lifelong learning 

strategies has become such a priority in our discussions at the EU 

level. We had a European Year of lifelong learning as far back as 

1996 which started the ball rolling.  But it wasn’t until 2004 that the 

Education Council set the ambitious goal – which was later 
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confirmed by the European Council – that all Member States 

should have coherent and comprehensive national lifelong learning 

strategies in place by 2006. 

• But what do we mean by coherent and comprehensive lifelong 

learning strategies? The key features of such a strategy are four: 

 (1) First, lifelong learning should be viewed as an overarching 

concept covering all systems and levels of education and training 

throughout life. That is, it should include formal and non-formal 

learning, and range from pre-school, through primary and secondary 

education to the tertiary level, continuing and adult learning. 

(2) A lifelong learning strategy should, secondly, be an overall 

framework providing a strategic vision and plan for education and 

training policies. It should be composed of a coherent set of priorities 

developed on the basis of solid evidence and be closely linked to the 

allocation of resources. 

(3) Thirdly, a lifelong learning strategy should aim to avoid dead-ends 

for any learners. It should include flexible learning pathways and 

effective transition points between all systems and levels of education 

and training. 

(4) Finally, lifelong learning strategies should build on partnerships 

including all relevant stakeholders, particularly at the regional and 

local levels. And, of course, they must therefore not just be a paper-
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exercise but must ensure the implementation, sustainability and 

dissemination of policies. 

• As far as we can see today, Member States are at very different 

stages in the development of their respective lifelong learning 

strategies. Indeed few European countries have made sufficient 

progress to meet their commitment of having them in place by the 

end of 2006. The next Education and Training 2010 Joint progress 

report, that the Commission will present as a draft in November this 

year, will focus on the progress made in the development of these 

national strategies. 

 

Future challenges 

• Ladies and Gentlemen, I now want to say a few words about what I 

see as the main challenges for the future from a European 

perspective and which are the likely priority areas for our work in 

the years to come. 

• European countries will obviously face the huge challenge of 

demographic change. With a shrinking population and a growing 

number of jobs requiring high-level skills, providing lifelong 

learning opportunities for all population sectors will remain a main 

goal. This refers to continuing training as well as to making sure 

that everybody gets a real chance to access high-quality initial 
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education and training. Even more so in the future than now: we 

cannot afford to leave anyone behind. 

• The second big challenge will be to combine excellence, quality, 

efficiency with equity. If we compare Europe to the United States, 

we are generally good in Europe in terms of broad access to 

education and training. And we can be proud of that. But what we 

lack in many areas are peaks of excellence. This is a challenge, in 

particular, for our universities and higher education institutions. But 

we have to look at ways of how to combine top level research and 

teaching with a high overall quality of education and training 

provision for all. We cannot have one without the other. As we 

need a broad general knowledge and skills base alongside some 

points of excellence, we must increasingly look at the combination 

of efficiency and equity in our education and training systems. This 

is all the more essential when financial resources are scarce. 

Linked to the issue of equity, we see migration as a challenge 

which we will have to address more specifically than we have done 

in the past. Migration is an important reality in most European 

societies today and will become even more important with 

demographic change. So we need to address the impact of 

migration on education and training, for example, on language 

teaching, but also in relation to equal treatment, intercultural 

dialogue and multicultural values all of which affect the teaching of 

the related key competences. 
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• Thirdly, the need for Europe to be innovative. Innovation has 

recently become one of the main focuses of the Lisbon strategy. 

And in this context, there has been a lot of attention paid to the 

important role of the so called knowledge triangle of education, 

research and innovation. However, we sometimes see a tendency to 

take education and training for granted within the knowledge 

triangle, or to assume that it is only in the area of higher education 

that we need to act. This is obviously not true. We have to develop 

centres of excellence and for better cooperation between 

universities, research centres and business. But we also have to 

make the case again and again that there will be no research and 

innovation without a broad, solid and constantly updated 

knowledge base. And such a broad knowledge base concerns 

vocational education and training as well as higher education. And 

also school education and pre-primary education. We have to aim 

for quality education at all these different levels. Finally, we also 

have to look at innovation in education and training systems 

themselves. The Commission plans to publish a Green Paper, that 

is, a consultation paper on this topic later this year. 

Possible future priority areas 

• Based on these three important challenges, I see the following 

topics as being high on the agenda of future European policy 

discussions in education and training. Some of them are very well 

known already, other will become more important than they have 
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been until now. Some are more of a general nature, others concern 

particular topics. 

• We have to strengthen the role of education and training within the 

broad socio-economic policy context, both at the national and 

European levels. There is still too much lip-service being paid to 

the role of education and training for our societies and the 

economy. It is not enough for us here today to agree that education 

and training is crucial. This has to be taken much more seriously by 

those responsible for our economic, research and innovation 

policies.  In order to back up our claims concerning the essential 

role of education and training policy, we have to improve our 

analytical capacity and our evidence-base for sustainable 

investment in education and training, for example by highlighting 

the long-term and often hidden costs to the economy and society in 

general of non-education and of educational inequities. And we 

have to make sure that our needs and priorities in the area of 

education and training are much better highlighted under the 

national and European strategic policy agendas within the Lisbon 

process.  

• And, I repeat, we have to strengthen the attention given to 

education and training in the knowledge triangle. We have to make 

the case again and again that there cannot be any research or 

innovation without a broad, solid and constantly updated 

knowledge base or, in other words, high quality education and 
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training. The latter cannot just be taken for granted to exist. We 

therefore have to push for more attention on this aspect in all policy 

debates on the contribution of knowledge and innovation to 

European competitiveness. 

• Then, we have to look at ways of actually improving the quality 

and effectiveness of our education and training systems. I am 

convinced that much more needs to be done to develop a real 

culture of evidence, feedback and evaluation throughout Europe. 

This concerns not only the ways in which policies are developed 

and implemented at the national level but also how education and 

training is actually provided through schools and other means. 

There is broad scope for EU- wide co-operation, mutual learning 

and networking in this area. The Commission is therefore currently 

preparing a Communication on the relationship which should exist 

between research, policy and practice in education and training, 

which should be issued later this year. 

• And last, but not least, we need to develop lifelong learning 

policies together with the relevant stakeholders, providers and 

practitioners.  

 

Conclusion 

• Ladies and Gentlemen, as I stressed at the beginning, European 

policy is focused on two dimensions. We look at the contribution of 
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education and training to jobs and growth as well as at its 

contribution to personal development, social inclusion and 

citizenship. And the three future challenges I have mentioned – 

demography, innovation and combining excellence, quality, 

efficiency with equity – concern both these dimensions, as do the 

specific topics I have presented as being important for the future.  

• To bring all this together, I am convinced that developing and 

implementing successful lifelong learning strategies which are 

coherent, comprehensive and built on solid evidence will remain a 

long-term challenge.  I am sure that this conference will provide 

valuable input to the on-going discussions and activities. “Building 

a European VET Area” (Title of the conference) is a main building 

block in the construction of a European Area of Lifelong Learning 

for All.  

• I wish you good and fruitful discussions and look forward receiving 

the conclusions of your work. 

• Thank you. 

 


