
European Social Partners Conference on the European Credit system for 
Vocational Education and Training (ECVET) 

Thessaloniki 12-13 February 2007 
 

Opening Speech  
 

Peter Rigney 
Irish Congress of Trade Unions / Cedefop, Chairman of Governing Board  

Credit Competency and Mobility: the issues for unions 
 

I would like to thank the DGB for their initiative in organising this conference. I want 
to speak to you briefly about the overall context for the development of policy in this 
area, and about the practice in my own country, Ireland. 
 
It has been said that Copenhagen will do for VET what Bologna did for the 
Universities. This may be true but there are difficulties. We all know what a 
university is like – they are broadly similar throughout Europe. However VET 
institutions vary widely in the characteristics throughout the union making 
comparison more difficult. 
 
The attitude to, and the perceived value added of ECVET will be affected by the 
existence of a National Qualifications Framework in a country and, indeed, the 
progress on the adoption of EQF in a particular country. Ireland, in common with the 
UK and France has adopted an NQF. – {This is of interest, because France and what 
is termed the Anglo-Saxon model are often seen as total opposites.} 
 
Whatever problems have been encountered in the achievement of the Irish NQF, it 
can only be a positive development, and one which has been welcomed by the Irish 
Trade Union movement. Qualifications are a form of currency. We in Europe now 
take for granted that there is a common financial currency but are much further 
behind when it comes to the recognition of learning, especially of units of learning. 
The recognition of VET across Europe will make it easier for workers who have gone 
to another country possessing only a part qualification, will make it easier to 
complete the qualification in another Member State, thus preventing a waste of 
Human Resources. 
 
Financial Resources are always finite and I believe that development work in this 
area should focus on labour market flows. The bilateral agreements reached by the 
Irish training authority – FAS – reflects the pattern of Irish out-migration in the 
1980’s. The most pressing issues of recognition of VET in today’s Ireland reflects 
the in-migration of the late 1990’s. There is not mobility between all 27 States and 
we should not base policy on the assumption that there is. 
 
This brings me to the issue of mobility. There is a perception among many citizens 
that the phrase ‘mobility’ as used by the EU refers disproportionately to geographical 
mobility. The vast majority of European citizens wish to live and work in their own 
Member States. Most of the Irish citizens who migrated to Germany or to UK in the 
eighties or early nineties wished to return to Ireland when there was a job for them –  



most have subsequently done so. Similarly most Polish or Lithuanian citizens 
working in Ireland that I have spoken to would wish to return to their own Member 
States. 
 
I think there is great potential of ECVET and, by extension EQF in the mobility. 
However the greatest potential is within each Member State. The borders to physical 
movement are now few – Schengen is the norm. However, the frontiers between VET 
and Higher Education – often resemble the pre-1989 frontiers between Eastern and 
Western Europe. This is the area of greatest potential. 
 
In summary then, the demonstrable value added of ECVET varies in accordance with 
the development of Qualifications Frameworks. These in turn depend on quality 
assurance which is a strategic keystone to the whole process. In the understandable 
drive to achieve consensus, I think we ignore this too often and at our peril. I 
certainly know of problems in Ireland with a small minority of spurious providers of 
so-called courses. 
 
The process we see now, whether it is branded ECVET, EQF or Europass is one of a 
range of options where citizens can more easily move. Whereas  the mobility 
intended by the founders of these policy initiatives was geographic, the mobility 
which will be promoted is between VET and Higher Education Systems within the 
Member State. This may be the most significant result. 
 
 
 


