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Summary 
 
100 participants took part in the 3rd South Mediterranean Policy Dialogue on higher 
education. Delegations from 8 Southern Mediterranean countries (Algeria, Egypt, Israel, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine, and Tunisia) participated to this seminar as well as 
representatives of 11 EU Member States (Croatia, Cyprus, Finland, Germany, Greece, Latvia, 
Malta, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia). Delegations were made up of 
representatives of ministries of education, higher education institutions (HEIs), students 
associations, National Erasmus+ Offices (including from Syria), and Southern Mediterranean 
and Member States’ missions to the EU. 

Other actors were present, such as the European University Association (EUA), the Erasmus 
Mundus Students and Alumni Association (EMA), the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), the 
Association of Arab Universities (AARU), the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA), and 
the Mediterranean Universities Union (Unimed). 

Tibor Navracsics, Commissioner for Education, Culture, Youth and Sport, gave an 
introductory keynote speech, and several representatives of EU institutions attended the 
seminar. The list of speakers and participants included representatives from DG Education 
and Culture (EAC), DG European Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations (NEAR), DG 
Migration and Home Affairs (HOME), DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (EMPL), the 
European External Action Service (EEAS), the Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive 
Agency, and the European Training Foundation. 

 

Main conclusions: 

1. Recent trends and challenges facing higher education systems 

• Bridging the worlds of education and work remains a critical challenge.  The 
relatively low employability of young graduates, combined with poor quality of HE in 
some Southern Mediterranean countries and the low level of scientific research, pose 
serious risks to long-term perspective of young people.  

• Getting the private sector on board is crucial. The gap between demand and 
supply needs to be filled by improving cooperation and dialogue between education 
providers and the labour market. HEIs need to become more competitive and 
professional to fit the needs of the labour market. 

• Upgrading the skills and competences of teaching and administrative staff is 
necessary to meet the new needs of students and graduates. Provided that 
educational systems are often slower than the requirements of the labour market, 
emphasis should be laid on transversal skills to facilitate a quick adaptation of 
young people. 

• Promoting mobility of students and staff and cross-border cooperation is 
essential. Such activity participates to equip students with soft skills which are not 
only needed for their personal development and intercultural dialogue, but also for 
their integration in the labour market. A broader use of the Erasmus+ programme to 
support such activities should be promoted. Risks of brain drain remain however an 
issue of concern. 

2. Integration of newly arrived migrants and refugees 

• The continuing influx of refugees has led to the quantitative expansion of HE 
in a context of limited resources. To face this situation, links between secondary and 
tertiary education institutions must be reinforced. 

• Cooperation between South Mediterranean countries and EU Member States 
is needed to deal with the influxes of refugees and newly arrived migrants.  
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• In addition, South Mediterranean countries should make further efforts to reinforce 
regional integration considering the trans-border aspect inherent of this issue.  
 

3. University autonomy 

• Strengthening quality of teaching and learning is a priority for Southern 
Mediterranean countries. In this respect, enhanced competition and autonomy of 
universities must be encouraged to contribute to an increase of quality standards.  

• Increasing universities autonomy must be a gradual process. The issue of 
university autonomy cannot be separated from the question of university 
responsibility. 

• Enhanced autonomy does not automatically lead to better performance. It 
certainly constitutes an "important prerequisite"; however other factors play a pivotal 
role such as the organisational structures in place. 

• There is no one-size-fits-all approach to be taken when increasing HEIs 
autonomy. Each system needs to find the balance between accountability and 
responsibility that fits best in its specific context. 

 

4. National qualifications framework 

• The process of elaborating a national qualifications framework (NQF) is essential 
for a sustainable and quality-assured HE system. Achieving consensus is a central 
aspect to gain the trust of all stakeholders, inside and outside the country.  

• A national qualifications framework is an important tool to connect each and every 
country of the South Mediterranean region with the European Union, but also between 
them.   

• Although consulting existing NQFs can prove helpful in the process of setting up one, a 
thorough reflexion on the adaptation to the local context must not be neglected.  

• To this end, all countries of the region should make use of the tools provided to 
them by the European Union, such as the Technical Assistance and Information 
Exchange Instrument of the European Commission (TAIEX), Erasmus+ and the 
European Training Foundation (ETF). 

 

5. Integration of digital technologies 

• Digital technologies offer new ways to match students' needs. Not only does it fit 
to the new learning methods in an increasingly connected world. It also allows more 
students to access education at a lower price and therefore contributes to a more 
inclusive education. 

• Digital technologies nonetheless present significant challenges. They require teachers 
to take ownership of these new learning methods while many universities are facing 
a generational gap. Employers and society at large are sceptical about the skills 
acquired in this way which lack formal recognition. 

• The impulse and commitment of national authorities for the development of 
digital education are crucial, in particular at the level of ministries of Education and 
Research. 

• Action of national authorities is needed to guarantee the protection of personal 
data. This is all the more sensitive where legislation on this matter does not exist yet. 
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Opening session 
 

Mr Tibor Navracsics, Commissioner for Education, Culture, Youth and Sport, welcomed the 
participants and reminded why education needed to be more opened up than ever, 
especially at a time when many want to close doors. Commissioner Navracsics outlined what 
he considered the priorities for the third policy dialogue, namely how to enhance openness in 
HE and how to ensure that national education systems are used to help newly arrived 
refugees and migrants to find their place in European and Southern Mediterranean 
societies.  
 
On migrations, Commissioner Navracsics highlighted that he was deeply impressed by the 
efforts of countries like Lebanon and Jordan to welcome Syrian refugees fleeing their 
country. He insisted on the necessity that refugees are fully integrated in the education 
system, from early childhood education to HE and adult learning, so that they can acquire the 
necessary skills and competences. To help students continue their education or map their 
qualifications, he expressed his hope that Southern Mediterranean countries will soon be able 
to set up the Mediterranean Recognition Information Centres (MERIC) network so it can 
cooperate with its European equivalent, the European Network of Information Centres 
(ENIC).  
 
Commissioner Navracsics underlined that the Southern Mediterranean region is a top 
priority for international cooperation within Erasmus+, recalling that the region has been 
allocated the largest of all the international cooperation budgets (more than EUR 344 
million over the period 2014-2020, to support capacity building projects and the mobility of 
students, researchers and staff). He also announced that in the frame of Erasmus+ mobility, 
students from the EU and the South Mediterranean region will very soon be able to do 
traineeships in an enterprise, an NGO or an administration. He added that there is a strong 
will to open up cooperation beyond HE to schools and youth, notably through the 
expansion of the eTwinning project and the "Erasmus Virtual youth exchange pilot project".  
 
Mr Jose Vinuesa Santamaria, European Commission, replacing Michael Koeler, Director 
for the Neighbourhood South at DG Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations 
(NEAR), took up the recently published Communication on the Review of the European 
Neighbourhood Policy1. Noting that this document is meant to steer the European 
Neighbourhood Policy for the next three years, he made the case that the revised 
neighbourhood policy is an opportunity to renew the relations between the EU and its 
Southern neighbours. 
 
Mr Vinuesa Santamaria eventually echoed the importance of increasing and improving 
universities' capacities while encouraging student mobility. He confirmed that more 
funding will be available for countries of the neighbourhood within Erasmus+, to allow for a 
more widespread participation and an expansion of cooperation in the field of HE. In 
this respect, he mentioned the additional financial support made available to Tunisia – 
through Erasmus+ – to increase the number of projects for staff and student mobilities, 
capacity-building in HE, and capacity-building of youth organisations.  
  
Mr Walid A. Salameh, Princess Sumaya University, Jordan (replacing Minister Wajih Owais), 
identified the challenges in HE Southern Mediterranean countries are facing, including 
employability of young graduates, poor quality of HE, absence of competitiveness, and the 
low level of scientific research. In addition, the continuing influx of refugees has led to the 
quantitative expansion of HE in a context of limited resources. Mr Owais warned that without 

                                          
1  Joint Communication on the Review of the European Neighbourhood Policy, 
18/11/2015: 
http://eeas.europa.eu/enp/documents/2015/151118_joint-communication_review-of-the-
enp_en.pdf 

http://eeas.europa.eu/enp/documents/2015/151118_joint-communication_review-of-the-enp_en.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/enp/documents/2015/151118_joint-communication_review-of-the-enp_en.pdf
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state intervention, the quality of Jordan's HE system would suffer from inadequacy between a 
constantly increasing demand and a structural lack of funding.  
 
This led Mr Owais to lay out the strategy for reform of HE in Jordan, whose objective is to 
comprehensively address the new needs of HEIs, students and young graduates. It notably 
consists in securing sufficient and permanent funding for universities, decreasing the overall 
number of students, strengthening links between HE and the labour market, upgrading the 
skills and competences of teaching and administrative staff, developing the quality assurance 
and accreditation system, boosting research and innovative programs in critical fields such as 
energy and water, and encouraging student and youth activities.  
 
Concluding that he looked forward to balanced partnerships between Southern Mediterranean 
universities and their European counterparts, Mr Salameh praised the National Erasmus+ 
Offices and their predecessors Tempus Offices for their vital role in this respect.    
 
Mr Mohamed Seddiki, Secretary General of Algeria's Ministry for Higher Education and 
Scientific Research, emphasised that current challenges of HE require creative solutions and 
coordination work. In his view, cooperation programmes between the EU and Southern 
Mediterranean countries have a key role to play to face these challenges. 
 
Mr Seddiki then underlined that Algeria's Development policy has put emphasis on education 
policy, mentioning the new structure of HE on the basis of the three cycle degree system 
(Bachelor, Masters, Doctorate) and the review of pedagogy approaches and teaching 
methods. He added that efforts to modernise Algeria's HE should focus specifically on training 
of doctorate students, establishing a national qualification framework, coordinating the skills 
required for employability. In this regard, a deepened cooperation between HEIs and 
companies as well as a consistent use of international benchmarks could certainly help to 
modernise Algeria's HE system.  More generally, Mr Seddiki invited the audience to reflect on 
ways to maximise the benefits of EU-Southern Mediterranean cooperation during the 
seminar.  
 
Discussion 
 
Differentiated approach – the ENP review is based on this new principle. EU Delegations 
and DG NEAR are negotiating with each Southern Mediterranean countries to decide on policy 
priorities and corresponding funding allocation for the coming years. Education and higher 
education specifically could be part of them. The budget allocated to Erasmus+ at the 
beginning of the programme for the ENI South is secured.  

THEME 1: Recent trends and challenges facing EU and Southern 
Mediterranean HE systems 
 
Mr Adam Tyson, European Commission, Director for Modernisation of Education at DG EAC, 
moderated the first thematic session. 
 
Mr Marcello Scalisi, Director of the Mediterranean Universities Union (Unimed), reminded 
that discussions about challenges must take into account the political situation in 
the Mediterranean region and in the European Union. He notably highlighted that the South 
Mediterranean region continues to show the highest youth unemployment rates, 
particularly for young women. This partly explains the youth dissatisfaction that was 
one of the driving forces behind the eruption of local revolts over the last few years. Mr 
Scalisi stressed that although MENA countries dedicate more of their GDP to education 
on average than other developing countries at similar levels of per capita income, their 
HE systems appear underfunded when looking at per-student expenditures. That's why 
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the quality of resource allocations and linking funds to results are critical areas that need to 
be addressed.  
 
Mr Scalisi then raised the issue of HE governance, underlining the existing strong 
international trend to increase the autonomy of public institutions by making them more 
independent and self-governing. He recalled that it is up to the ministries but also to 
universities to experiment forms of autonomy that can contribute to an increase of quality 
standards. Last but not least, Mr Scalisi advocated for a regional approach that keeps a 
local perspective, highlighting that each country has its own problem in spite of the blatant 
common challenges the region faces. 
 

Session 1 – Developments in EU-Southern Mediterranean cooperation in the 
field of HE  
 
Ms Claire Morel, European Commission, Head of Unit for International Cooperation in 
education and youth at DG Education and Culture (EAC), presented the state of play of 
cooperation between European and Southern Mediterranean Countries in the realm of 
HE, noting that the share of outward mobility (from EU to Southern Mediterranean country) 
is on the increase. Similarly, more and more students are taking part in mobility to a 
Mediterranean country. Ms Morel also insisted on the positive impact of Erasmus+ 
international actions on students and institutions.  
 
Ms Morel concluded her presentation with a few key messages on each specific action. 
Regarding international credit mobility (ICM), universities should strengthen efforts to 
diversify their partners and use EU funding to develop cooperation with less traditional 
European countries. As for Erasmus Mundus Joint Masters Degrees (EMJMD), universities may 
well consider engaging as partner institutions delivering Erasmus Mundus courses. While 
action capacity building for higher education (CBHE) could be further mobilised to develop 
social sciences in Southern Mediterranean countries, Jean Monnet activities (JMA) and Marie 
Currie-Sklodowska actions (MSCA) would benefit from further promotion in the region 
considering their respective potential.  
 
Ms Hélène Calers, European Commission, Policy Officer within the legal migration and 
integration unit at DG Migration and Home Affairs (HOME), introduced the recent policy and 
legal developments for third-country nationals entering the European Union. In her 
presentation, Ms Calers referred to La Valletta Summit that took place in November 2015 
and its ensuing Action Plan, the adoption in May 2016 of the Students and Researchers 
Directive, and the proposal on the EU Blue Card and Action Plan on Integration tabled 
by the European Commission in June 2016.  
 
Ms Calers stressed a few major changes within the new Students and Researchers Directive, 
which must be transposed by 24 May 2018. For the first time, the rules for trainees and 
volunteers under the European Voluntary Service are mandatory, in addition to the 
already existing rules for researchers and students. Moreover, EU Member States now have 
to provide in their legislative framework that students from third countries are allowed to 
work at least 15 hours a week. Last but not least, students and researchers can stay in 
the Member State for a period of 9 months following the completion of research or 
studies, although EU Member States may require that the job search corresponds to the 
level completed.  
 
Ms Emmanuelle Gardan, Programme Manager for Higher Education and Research at the 
Secretariat of the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), presented the work of her organisation 
to enhance regional cooperation, insisting on its two intertwined missions. On the one 
hand, the UfM lays the ground and provides the adequate structure for a regional and 
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inter-regional forum for dialogue. On the other hand, it supports regional projects in 
the remit of HE through a labelling system.  
 
Ms Gardan elaborated on the Euro-Mediterranean University of Fès and the High 
Opportunity for Mediterranean Executive Recruitment (HOMERe), two flagship 
projects labelled by the UfM. While the former aims to build a new generation of young 
people with a Euro-Mediterranean profile through the delivery of high standard multilingual 
education and research programmes, the latter intends to connect graduates to the world of 
business through international internships in companies.  
 
Ms Gardan also pointed out that the UfM remains available to support the South 
Mediterranean policy dialogue.  
 
Ms Anne-Marie Banescu, European Commission, Policy Officer at DG NEAR, explained how 
the Technical Assistance and Information Exchange instrument (TAIEX) and 
twinning projects could be used to support Partner Countries in aligning with the "EU 
acquis" (i.e. EU policies, legislation and rules).   
 
Based on peer-to-peer expertise, TAIEX supports public administrations with regard to the 
approximation, application and enforcement of EU legislation. To provide the audience with 
concrete examples of support that can be offered by TAIEX, Ms Banescu mentioned the 
workshops and study visits on the Establishment of a NQF in Israel and Egypt, as well as the 
workshop on quality assurance and accreditation of the Health Education Institute in Libya 
and Jordan.  
 
Twinning projects, for their part, are meant to improve the internal organisation and 
structure of an administration through the secondment of an EU Member State's civil servant 
to the beneficiary administration. For instance, the Republic of Armenia resorted to a 
twinning project to develop a legal framework and institutional arrangements for the NQF to 
comply with the Bologna Process.    
 
Discussion 
 
Applications for students and staff mobility: many Partner Countries HEIs expressed 
concerns about recurring Programme Countries HEIs applications indicating several partner 
universities in their applications without prior notice or contact. This poses problems because 
out of these partner universities HEIs, only very few are actually contacted once the project 
is selected.  
 
Credit transfer: the grade distribution of both HEIs in partner and programme countries 
should be equally taken into consideration. This is crucial not to discourage students to take 
part in international mobility for fear of undermining their educational paths.   
 
"South-South" mobility: whereas capacity-building for HE allows mobility from one 
Southern Mediterranean country to another (as opposed to exclusively from a Programme 
Country to a Partner Country and vice versa), no specific budget envelope is foreseen for 
such mobility flows. 
 
Risks of brain drain: when the new Students and Researchers Directive was presented, 
some participants expressed fears that highly-qualified students and researchers taking part 
in international mobility may not come back to Southern Mediterranean countries upon 
completion of their mobility. Commission officials however recalled that the revised Students 
and Researchers Directive offers third-country nationals the possibility to stay for up to 9 
months after the completion of their studies/research in the Member States but it does not 
guarantee that the third-country nationals will do so, nor that they will find a job and be 
granted a work/residence permit.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

9 
 

Session 2: HE in times of crisis – integration of refugees in universities 
 
Ms Claire Morel, European Commission, Head of Unit for International Cooperation in 
education and youth at DG EAC, moderated the second session. 
 
Mr Ahmad Jammal, Director General for Higher Education in Lebanon, exposed the wide 
variety of measures put in place to support refugees. At the HE level, Mr Jammal pointed 
out the persistent challenges Syrian refugees face to integrate: out of 115 000 Syrians 
aged 18-24, only 4.3 per cent manage to access tertiary education.  
 
He then outlined supportive initiatives to enable the registration of Syrian students in 
neighbouring countries such as increased funding made available by the German Federal 
government for the DAFI scholarship program of the UNHCR and the Scholarship Program of 
the MasterCard Foundation put in place by the American University of Beirut. He also 
expanded on the "Quality Universal Education for Syrian Refugee Students and 
Teachers" (QUESST) project to support Syrian refugees in accessing and completing their 
education in Lebanese universities thanks to a partnership between UNESCO, the Lebanese 
Ministry for Education and Higher Education, and Lebanese universities.  
 
Mr Jammal concluded his presentation with a set of recommendations to better address the 
refugee issue:  

• Facilitate the obtainment of legal documentation. 
• Clarify additional selection criteria, when they exist, to enter HE. 
• Take the needs of refugees more into account (e.g. language of the application, allow 

more flexibility in the deadline to submit applications, make online and offline 
application forms available). 

• Set up ad hoc programs to strengthen links with secondary education institutions and 
provide pathways from secondary to tertiary and beyond. This is key to ensure 
sustainable labour market integration of graduates. 

• Conduct needs assessments to avoid skills mismatch. 
• Reinforce cooperation between universities to allow better data collection.  

 
Ms Giorgia Garofalo Cornaro, European Commission, Cooperation Assistant in the 
Delegation to Syria at DG NEAR, introduced the EU Regional Trust Fund in Response to 
the Syrian Crisis, also referred to as the Madad Fund. Its purpose is to address non-
humanitarian needs of Syrian refugees displaced in the neighbouring countries, as well as 
supporting host communities and their administrations. Interestingly, the Madad Fund 
intends to provide a coherent, fast and integrated EU response to the refugee crisis by 
merging various EU financial instruments and contributions from Member States.  
 
Launched at the end of 2014, the Madad Fund consists of a package of programmes adopted 
in December 2015 and comprises four components, one of them targeting school 
education with a budget of EUR 140 Million to finance a scale-up of support to the Ministries 
of Education in Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. In addition to this EUR 140 million, a total of 
EUR 50 million is allocated to training and HE of Syrian refugees and vulnerable host 
communities through financial support provided to consortia of partners (including Spark, 
GJU, British Council, DAAD, Nuffic, Expertise France, UNHCR).  
 
Mr Mohammad Salman, Head of academic project at the Vrije Universities Brussels (VUB), 
presented the "Welcome Student-refugees" Programme and its activities to support social 
integration of refugees and encourage those with an academic background or academic 
ambition to make use of the various opportunities offered by the university. He showcased 
the comprehensive plan designed within the Programme: 

1. The University checks the documents upon reception of the applications; 
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2. When the asylum situation and the documents (when available) are confirmed, the 
refugee student sits an interview and goes to a first session of career guidance. In 
addition, each faculty has a coordinator who may help during the counselling phase. 

3. In some cases, a language exam is needed. If the student fails, he may get enrolled in 
a language course in view to start studying the following year.  

 
Mr Salman made the case that language was the essential barrier to integration of refugees. 
Unlike many displaced people in Syria's neighbouring country, he observed that the vast 
majority of refugee students expressing interest to enrol in VUB courses had a certificate of 
their diplomas.  
 
Discussion 
 
Admission tests: while decisions on education are taken at the level of the Ministries of 
Education, autonomous universities in certain countries set their own rules for admission and 
selection. This can therefore present challenges for the consistency of the policy response to 
the refugee crisis.  
 
Tension between integration of refugees and employability: the labour market in 
many countries of the South Mediterranean region struggles to absorb all graduates. 
Consequently, having cohorts of high-skilled Syrian refugees may not solve but rather add to 
the already existing socio-economic difficulties. 
 
Conference on Syrian Refugees: many participants requested to hold a conference on this 
specific matter. Preparing returns and involving Syrian students in the post-conflict 
reconstruction of Syria have been mentioned as key issues to be addressed. 
 

Theme 2: Modernising and internationalising our HE systems 
 

Mr Simon Roy, European Commission, Policy Officer within the Unit in charge of Higher 
Education policy at DG EAC, laid out the European Higher Education Modernisation Agenda, 
recalling that it consists in five priorities:  

• Increasing the number of HE graduates; 

• Improving the quality and relevance of teaching and learning; 

• Promoting mobility of students and staff and cross-border cooperation; 

• Strengthening the knowledge triangle linking education, research, and innovation; 

• Creating effective governance and funding mechanisms for HE. 

Mr Roy largely focused his presentation on the public consultation held from November 
2015 to February 2016 to collect the views of all relevant stakeholders about the current 
situation in Europe's HE systems as well as on priorities for change. 1485 responses 
to an open online questionnaire and 49 position papers from national administrations and 
European stakeholders have been gathered through this exercise.  

In the coming months, a review of the overall objectives and priorities of the 
modernisation agenda as well as of the actions led at the European level will be 
conducted in light of this consultation. 

 

Session 3: Fostering University Autonomy 
 
Ms Claire Morel, European Commission, Head of Unit for International Cooperation in 
education and youth at DG EAC, moderated the third session. 
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Mr Mohamed Adel Ben Amor, Head of Cabinet of Tunisia's Ministry of Higher Education and 
Scientific Research in Tunisia, drew up the foundations of the ongoing reform of HE in his 
country, underlining youth unemployment as one of the main driving forces.  

Mr Ben Amor reminded that the 2008 framework law on HE anchored Tunisia in the 
Bologna Process as well as in the quality-based approach to education building on quality 
assurance mechanisms including evaluation, certification, and accreditation. However, the 
last few years have seen either already existing challenges persist or new conjectural ones 
arise. Mr Ben Amor insisted in this respect on "Massification", i.e. the exponential increase 
of students combined with not-increasing or decreasing resources, the limited involvement 
of labour market actors, and the regional imbalances within Tunisia. 

Mr Ben Amor mentioned the national consultation that was conducted to involve all 
stakeholders in the reform of HE (representatives of students and teaching staff, university 
organisations, the Tunisian Union of Industry, Trade and Handicraft – UTICA). He emphasised 
that the reform, comprising strategic, organisational and operational measures, is clearly 
oriented towards the labour market and professional world. In this regard, an enhanced 
autonomy of universities is one of the major axes of the reform of the HE system, although 
the "Statut d'établissement public à caractère scientifique et technologique – EPST" 
introduced by the 2008 law was already a significant step in this direction.  

Ms Lesley Wilson, Secretary General of the European University Association (EUA), 
dedicated her entire presentation to the Autonomy Scorecard developed by EUA. This 
scoring system relies on four indicators (organisational, financial, staffing, and academic) to 
assess the overall autonomy of each national HE system.  

Ms Wilson portrayed institutional autonomy as not only a way for universities to determine 
and pursue strategic priorities according to their strengths, but also as a safeguard for 
academic freedom. She made clear however that enhanced autonomy does not automatically 
lead to better performance, calling it an "important prerequisite". Additionally, institutional 
autonomy is a complex concept that consists of various interconnected elements and is 
contingent on the diverse cultural, political, legal and historical backgrounds of Europe’s HE 
systems. This is why Ms Wilson insisted that there was not just one model of institutional 
autonomy to be replicated.  

Concluding that governance and autonomy reforms need to take a holistic approach, Ms 
Wilson highlighted the need for a balance between accountability and responsibility of 
universities.  

 

Discussion 

Autonomy versus independence: if a certain degree of autonomy requires that 
universities hold control over their day-to-day operations and curriculum, it does not 
necessarily imply independence from national authorities. Participants who engaged in the 
discussion notably agreed that it is up to the state to regulate and set the framework for both 
public and private universities. Indeed, universities are not only organisations pursuing their 
own objectives: they also have a societal role to play. In this respect, Ms Wilson underscored 
that the autonomy of public universities is at the top of the political agenda.   

Funding sources of public and private universities: autonomy is narrowly linked to the 
financial resources universities have at their disposal. Now, some participants underlined that 
guaranteeing financial autonomy of universities proves challenging in light of the current 
trend that consists in making universities more accessible and therefore more affordable. 
Some participants also provided examples of equally autonomous universities (private and 
public) to nuance the usual association according to which public universities are by essence 
less autonomous than private universities.  
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Session 4: Establishing a National Qualifications Framework (NQF) 
 

Ms Claire Morel, European Commission, Head of Unit for International Cooperation in 
education and youth at DG EAC, moderated the fourth session. 
 

Ms Youhansen Eid, President of the Egyptian National Authority for Quality Assurance and 
Accreditation of Education, shared the Egyptian experience of establishing a National 
Qualifications Framework (NQF). To introduce her presentation, Ms Eid recalled that 
establishing NQF is not a superficial exercise but is meant to match needs identified on the 
ground and achieve tangible results. She also made clear that a NQF is a living framework 
that must cater for evolving needs.  

Ms Eid then insisted on the importance that relevant actors take ownership of the NQF 
before it is even established. She explained the steps followed by the Egyptian authorities to 
involve stakeholders from the very beginning of the process until the NQF is operational. That 
is why a public consensus has been sought before the official establishment and 
implementation of the NQF. In addition, she highlighted the involvement of international 
quality assurance agencies as well as experienced peers in national Egyptian procedures to 
develop a sound and appropriate Egyptian NQF. On top of that, workshops for internally 
involved staff and faculty have been held further downstream.  

Rather than painting an idealistic picture, Ms Eid eventually exposed the difficulties and 
challenges faced by the Egyptian authorities. The main constrains she outlined were time 
pressure, the legislative framework, and the absence of resources dedicated to the 
development of a NQF.  

Koen Nomden, European Commission, Team Leader in charge of Skills and Qualifications 
recognition tools at DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (DG EMPL), explained in 
detail in what the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) consists.  

Making clear from the start that the EQF is a voluntary process and tool which does not 
provide automatic European wide-recognition nor set European standards, Mr Nomden 
emphasised the importance for all countries to reflect on why a NQF is necessary and 
what is it for rather than bluntly import an existing framework.  

Far from harmonising European education and training systems, he presented the EQF as a 
translation tool aimed to support and orientate reform in the education sector.Concluding 
his presentation with the challenges faced by EQF, Mr Komden announced that negotiations 
on a revised EQF are expected to start in January 2017 to include a commitment to regular 
update the referencing of NQFs, ensure common principles for quality assurance, and make it 
comparable with qualification systems in Third Countries.  

 

Discussion 

Fitting national needs, reaching a consensus, accepting the fact that this is a 
running process: the main difficulty pointed out during the discussion was the tension 
between importing successful models while making the NQF fit for the needs of the country. 
Several speakers underlined the fact that the building of a strong NQF, involving all 
stakeholders (representative of the educations system, employers, trade unions…), and 
aiming at a consensus is a learning process in itself. 

Compatibility of NQFs At the same time, NQFs need to be compatible to facilitate 
transnational mobility, especially in regions where countries are willing to cooperate. The 
emergence of NQFs in the Southern Mediterranean region would certainly foster exchanges 
and cooperation between higher education systems. 

Role of the European Training Foundation: participants evoked the ETF as a body to be 
used to steer the establishment and/or reform of NQFs in Southern Mediterranean countries. 
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Session 5: Integration of Digital technologies in HE  
 

Ms Claire Morel, European Commission, Head of Unit for International Cooperation in 
education and youth at DG EAC, moderated the fifth session. 
 

Ms Maayan Hagage, Higher Education Reform Expert at the National Student Union of 
Israeli Students (NUIS), took stock of the recent developments of digital learning in her 
country. To begin with, she underlined that NUIS has been promoting, including within Israel 
Council of Higher Education (CHE), the use of digital courses to increase the accessibility of 
the HE system without hindering the quality of teaching and learning.  

Ms Hagage explained that the Ministry of Social Equality was at the forefront to integrate 
digital technologies when it initiated Digital Israel, a project aimed at promoting economic 
growth while closing social gaps and simultaneously improving its public services via 
technology. Also engaging in the transition to digital, CHE announced in April 2016 that 
digital learning will be a key topic in its five-year plan for the academic system. From this 
followed IsraelX, a national online education initiative, aiming at establishing an open 
platform where Israeli institutions can upload Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) and 
digital materials in Hebrew, Arabic and English.  

Although e-learning allows innovative teaching and learning methods, Ms Hagage noted 
however that it does not necessarily match with the needs of students in terms of 
professional skills. In other words, e-learning will not solve all issues related to the transition 
from education to the labour market. 

Mr Tamer Elnady, Assistant Professor at the Ain Shams University in Egypt, introduced 
ASU-GARDS, a Group for Advanced Research in Dynamic Systems at Ain Shams University, 
to profile digital technologies as a way to address the exponentially increasing number of 
students. This is a EU supported Tempus project rolled out between October 2012 and 
October 2016. 

Interestingly, all Egyptian universities have access to the content uploaded on ASU-
GARDS website, including experiments in e-labs. They can even use them to teach their 
students. All the student needs to do is login, encode data and see the results of the 
experiments he is doing live. . 

In this particular case, ASU GARDS has not only enabled to overcome limitations due to 
the number of students, it also allowed students to bring the Cultural Heritage sites "at 
home". As a consequence, thanks to 3D Models, students could undertake experiments in 
many more locations than if they were undertaking experiments for real.  Mr Elnady stressed 
however the fact that e-learning is not a replacement to the conventional teaching methods 
on Campus. It is rather a support tool for the teacher on and off campus. 

Ms Catherine Mongenet, working at the French Ministry of Higher Education and Research, 
introduced the FUN project (France Université Numérique), a MOOC platform for 
francophone HEIs. Ms Mongenet advocated that focus on teachers is extremely important 
for e-learning to happen in campuses. In this respect, providing teaching staff with the 
technical assistance is essential for them to adopt and use e-learning methods.  

FUN builds on partnerships with actors of the socio-economic world as well as on North 
– South cooperation to design MOOC and recycle them. Indeed, the objective pursued by FUN 
is to encourage the adaptation of MOOCs previously developed to fulfil pedagogical 
specificities. 

Another important feature of FUN consists in leaving each university in charge of its 
editorial policy, FUN being primarily and above all a shared platform. However, each team 
uploading content has to abide by FUN quality charter. Moreover, FUN ensures the 
confidentiality of learners' data, notably providing research labs with anonymized data for 
research purposes.  
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Discussion 

Blended learning and e-learning: some participants emphasised that on-campus life is 
part of the education of students, not least to encourage intercultural dialogue and develop 
soft skills. They argued that blended learning should be favoured over e-learning and that 
tests and exams should optimise the combination of online and offline components. 
Assessment of e-learning content remains an issue of concern for some.  

Resistance to change: one of the obstacles that has proven particularly difficult to 
overcome is the resistance of teaching staff to adopt new ways of teaching and learning. The 
acceptance by employers of skills acquired through e-learning can also be problematic. 

Confidentiality of learners' data: e-learning and blended learning programmes must 
ensure that learners' data are protected. This has been called by many participants as a 
prerequisite for the success of learning methods based on digital technologies.    

 

Closing session 
 

Mr Sabri Saidam, Palestine's Minister of Education and Higher Education, briefly presented 
his conclusions on the policy dialogue, noting that the most pressing issues require coming 
up with adequate and timely policies in the realm of HE. He cited the example of the massive 
influxes of Syrian refugees which have contributed to stretch educational systems in 
the Southern Mediterranean region. To face systemic problems related to unemployment, 
refugees, or research and innovation, Mr Saidam laid out the following 
recommendations: 

 Reinforcing partnerships to improve coordination between countries and 
universities of the Southern Mediterranean region. In this regard, Mr Saidam 
referred to peer-to-peer learning and twinning activities as privileged vectors for 
enhanced cooperation.  

 Encourage the integration of digital technologies to cope with a constantly 
increasing student population in need of adequate skills. Mr Saidam praised the 
examples mentioned at the last panel dedicated to successful stories of integration of 
digital technologies in HE.  

 Pay particular attention to research, notably to strengthen the links between 
businesses, university and research institutions. The ultimate goal is to help reinforce 
the innovation edge in the long term as creativity and innovation exists in universities 
and research centres but needs to be spread out.  

 Further promote mobility activities, from European to South Mediterranean 
countries and vice versa, but also "South-South" mobility. They participate to equip 
students with soft skills which are absolutely needed for sustainable integration in the 
labour market.  

 Digitisation can transform education, not least because it significantly increases 
accessibility to learning content. However, reflection is necessary on how digital 
technologies should be included and used in the education system. 
 

 
Mr Mohamed Tahiri, Director for Higher Education and Pedagogical Development at 
Morocco's Ministry for Higher Education, Scientific Research and Management Training, 
welcomed the European Union's strategic shift enshrined in the Review of the Neighbourhood 
Policy since it considers EU's "Southern Neighbours" as key allies. He also underlined 
more specifically that:  

 Enhanced cooperation between South Mediterranean countries and EU 
Member States has considerable potential, although some countries have not yet 
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reaped all the benefits of transnational mobility. In parallel, South Mediterranean 
countries should further develop mechanisms to deepen regional integration.  

 Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions are of extreme importance, provided that the 
quality of HE relies on the quality of teachers. 

 Technical Assistance and Information Exchange (TAIEX) should be more 
mobilised. It has not been systematically used until now. 

 Youth employment and employability is a multi-dimensional issue. Getting the 
private sector on board is crucial, especially because the insufficient involvement of 
the professional world undermined previous attempts to develop vocational education 
and training.  

 Autonomy of universities must certainly be reinforced, but it has to be a gradual 
process. Responsibility and autonomy of universities must be seen as two sides of the 
same coin.  

 
Ms Martine Reicherts, European Commission, Directorate-General of DG EAC, made closing 
remarks and thanked all attendees of the Ministerial Meeting for their active participation. 
She started by recalling the importance of a permanent and trustful dialogue between 
Ministries, national authorities and actors on the ground. She elaborated on a few specific 
points:  

 Conference setting: along the lines of some comments made by the audience, she 
mentioned that the format should include more time for discussion, splitting the 
audience in smaller groups for example. r.   

 Seminar on refugees: she committed to organise a seminar to discuss issues linked 
to the integration of refugees specifically. Brain drain of refugees features among 
the prominent issues to be discussed in this forum.  

 Autonomy of universities: this field remains a domain where national authorities 
regulate,. However, regional cooperation and common references (like the European 
scoreboard) are very useful tools.  

 National Qualifications Framework: setting up a NQF is a confidence-building 
exercise that needs maturation. It therefore requires consensus and trust among all 
stakeholders involved. Ms Reicherts insisted on the importance to use the tools 
already available, such as the EQF, TAIEX, Erasmus+, and the ETF. 

 Digital Technologies: they represent a challenge for teachers having to review their 
teaching methods, for universities and national authorities having to recognise skills 
and knowledge acquired differently. It will take some time to adapt. Ms Reicherts 
picked up virtual exchanges as a potential added-value to mobility, but by no means a 
replacement.  
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Useful references 
 
EU-Southern Mediterranean cooperation in the field of HE 

• DG Migration and Home Affairs – European Commission: 
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/index_en.html 

• European Migration Network: www.emn.europa.eu 

• EU Immigration Portal: http://ec.europa.eu/immigration  

• European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) Users Guide: 
http://ec.europa.eu/education/ects/users-guide/index_en.htm 

• Application form for the Technical Assistance and Information Exchange (TAIEX): 
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/tenders/taiex/index_en.htm 

 
• TAIEX annual activity report 2015: 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/taiex/20160601-taieex-activity-report-2015.pdf 
 

• TAIEX webpage: www.ec.europa.eu/taiex  
 

• Application form for the Technical Assistance and Information Exchange (TAIEX): 
www.ec.europa.eu/taiex/applications 

 
• Twinning: http://ec.europa.eu/twinning 

 
• University for the Mediterranean (UfM): http://ufmsecretariat.org/ 

 
• Mediterranean Universities Union (UNIMED): www.uni-med.net 

 
Integration of refugees 

• EU Regional Trust Fund in Response to the Syrian Crisis, DG NEAR: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/neighbourhood/countries/syria/madad/index_en.ht
m 

• VUB Welcome Student Refugee Programme: http://www.vub.ac.be/en/welcome-
student-refugees-programme 

Modernisation of higher education 

• Overview of the results on the public consultation on the Modernisation of HE:  
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/more_info/consultations/documents/higher
-education-consultation-results_en.pdf 

 
• Summary report on the results of the public consultation on the Modernisation Agenda 

for higher education:  
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:cd0fa1ca-2ee9-11e6-b497-
01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_2&format=PDF 

 
 

 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/index_en.html
http://www.emn.europa.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/immigration
http://ec.europa.eu/education/ects/users-guide/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/tenders/taiex/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/taiex/20160601-taieex-activity-report-2015.pdf
http://www.ec.europa.eu/taiex
http://www.ec.europa.eu/taiex/applications
http://ec.europa.eu/twinning
http://ufmsecretariat.org/
http://www.uni-med.net/
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/neighbourhood/countries/syria/madad/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/neighbourhood/countries/syria/madad/index_en.htm
http://www.vub.ac.be/en/welcome-student-refugees-programme
http://www.vub.ac.be/en/welcome-student-refugees-programme
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/more_info/consultations/documents/higher-education-consultation-results_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/more_info/consultations/documents/higher-education-consultation-results_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:cd0fa1ca-2ee9-11e6-b497-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_2&format=PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:cd0fa1ca-2ee9-11e6-b497-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_2&format=PDF
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Autonomy of University 

• EUA University Autonomy Tool: http://www.university-autonomy.eu/2  

Recognition of qualifications 

• Learning Opportunities and Qualifications Portal: https://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/ 
 

• NQF Inventory (Cedefop): http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-
resources/country-reports/european-inventory-on-nqf 
 

• European Training Foundation: 
http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/Qualification_Frameworks 

 
• Egypt's National Qualifications Framework: www.naqaae.eg 

 
Integration of digital technologies in higher education: 

• National Union of Israeli students: http://www.nuis.co.il/ 
 

• ASU GUARDs: http://www.asugards.edu.eg/ 
 

• FUN MOOC project: https://www.fun-mooc.fr/ 

                                          
2  An update of the autonomy scorecard is to be published later this year. 

http://www.university-autonomy.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/country-reports/european-inventory-on-nqf
http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/country-reports/european-inventory-on-nqf
http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/Qualification_Frameworks
http://www.naqaae.eg/
http://www.nuis.co.il/
http://www.asugards.edu.eg/
https://www.fun-mooc.fr/
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