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1. CRITERIA FOR MEMBERSHIP IN THE EHEA


The two criteria for joining the EHEA that were approved by the Ministers in Berlin in 2003 are:
· an  applicant country needs to be a party to the European Cultural Convention;

· the competent public authorities of the applicant country need to commit to and implement the values, goals and key policies of the EHEA.

2. BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Within the set deadline, on 1 November 2014, the Bologna Secretariat received the application from Belarus to join the EHEA. The application consisted of a letter from the then Minister of Education of Belarus, S.A. Maskevic, which accompanied the questionnaire with the information provided by Belarus to access the EHEA. The application was presented during the BFUG meeting in Rome
 (27 and 28 November 2014) and the BFUG agreed on the following
:

· On the basis of the information provided by the Council of Europe, it is clear that Belarus fulfills the first of the two criteria mentioned in section 1, namely being a party to the European Cultural Convention
;

· In order to find out whether the country satisfies the second criterion, the reports submitted by the applicant have to be assessed,  taking into account the criteria for accession;

· In order to facilitate the discussion on the fulfillment of the second criterion, the BFUG agreed to appoint a small group of experts for the technical assessment of the content of the application of Belarus. The small group consists of the present and outgoing Co-Chairs of the BFUG (Latvia, Iceland, Italy and Holy See), the Secretariat and Armenia with the contribution of CoE;

· Together with the technical analysis of the information provided in the application, the group was also asked to  report on the political context of the Belarusian case;

· Finally, the BFUG agreed to take into consideration the alternative report by the Belarusian Independent Bologna Committee, submitted to the Secretariat on 10 December 2014.

The present document is, therefore, the technical assessment of the candidature from Belarus. It contains an evaluation of the questionnaire submitted and all relevant elements to facilitate the first BFUG discussion and then Ministerial decision in Yerevan.

In the writing process, the following documents were consulted:

· The application submitted by the competent authorities in Belarus (ref. to as “report 2014”);

· The alternative report submitted to the Secretariat on 10 December 2014 (ref. to as “alternative report”);
· The analytical report discussed by the BFUG in Copenhagen
 (ref. to as “BFUG assessment 2012);
· Letters submitted by the Business Union of Entrepreneurs of Belarus (ref. to as “BUEE 2014”), by the Council of Rectors of Belarus (ref. to as “CR 2014”) and by the Students Assembly of Belarus (ref. to as “SA 2014”).
The roadmap for the discussion of the present document and its contents should be the following:

· BFUG Board meeting (Reykjavik, 23 February 2015);

· Meetings with the Belarusian authorities and other stakeholders during the Council of Europe mission, expected to take place on the 3 and 4 March in Minsk;

· BFUG meeting (Riga, 24-25 March 2015).

Especially with reference to the meetings with Belarusian authorities and other stakeholders, it is suggested that the BFUG delegates taking part in the meeting should take this opportunity to clarify certain aspects of the report 2014.
3. ELEMENTS FOR ASSESSING THE APPLICATION 

The report 2014 has been completed by a team of nine members and accompanies the formal letter requesting accession to the EHEA. The letter is signed by the Minister of Education and focuses on the interest of Belarus in  joining the EHEA, the implementation of its tools and principles according to the State Program for Higher Education Development 2011 – 2015, the acknowledgment of many challenges  and the readiness to overcome them, the emphasis on the need for “full and legitimate” participation to incentivize further developments in higher education and, finally, the openness to “equitable and mutually beneficially dialogue”. The contributors to the questionnaire include the First Deputy Minister for higher education, three experts from the National Institute for Higher Education, one from the Ministry, and four from different HEIs in Belarus.
The report 2014 is comprehensive and does, as far as documentary work can do, provide a reasonable picture of the situation of higher education in Belarus. As argued below, however, certain questions have not been addressed or at least not been addressed satisfactorily. The following analysis will follow the logic of the report 2014 and will connect it to the information received in the alternative report 2014 or in the other letters mentioned in the previous sections.
As the BFUG was discussing the candidature of Belarus also for the preparation of the Bucharest Ministerial Conference in 2012, the present document will also include comments on the developments between 2011 and 2014, taking into account that the timeframe 2011 – 2015 is the one set by the Belarusian authorities in their accompanying note as a basis for the implementation of EHEA reforms in the country and on the basis of the BFUG assessment 2012.
Overview of the national higher education system

Description of the national higher education system in Belarus

The report 2014 provides an overview of the legal documents underpinning the higher education system in Belarus. Together with the Code of Education, dated 2011, the report 2014 describes in detail the different regulations concerning the governance of the system, the repartition of competencies, and the different aspects of higher education (structure of study programs, students’ recruitment, students’ and staff mobility, to mention only some). Some of these regulations are published in Belarusian on the webpage http://www.etalonline.by.
The report 2014 also includes a well developed description of the division of responsibilities in the field of higher education between various public authorities. The stakeholder organizations which are mentioned are the Republican Council of Rectors of Higher Education Institutions and the regional Councils of rectors. There are other additional players with specific responsibilities, such as the Republican Institute of Knowledge Assessment providing organizational and legal support to centralized testing, the National Institute for Higher Education providing scientific and methodological support to higher education development and carrying out the assessment of foreign education qualifications for recognition purposes.  Moreover, 31 academic (educational) and methodological associations, including academic staff and representatives of the labor market of Belarus, play a role in developing and improving program contents, revising training manuals and textbooks, as well as reviewing specialties and providing  recommendations regarding the opening of new ones. 

Students and academic staff are represented by professional unions in every higher education institution. They are involved in the development of local legal acts in the field of education, in social support and protection of students and academic staff, in raising the social status of academic staff.

Belarus has 45 state-owned higher education institutions and 10 private institutions based in all Regions of the country. The size of the system, based on data from the a. y. 2013/2014, is the following:

	Study cycle
	Numbers
	Notes

	First cycle
	395.268 students
	Mainly in State Universities (89,6%)

	Second cycle
	7.552 students
	Mainly in State Universities (93,5%)

	Third cycle
	5.230 students
	Mainly in State Universities (83%)


Based on the numbers reported in the table, it can be argued that the two-cycle structure has not been fully developed yet as the majority of students do not continue after the first cycle. It should also be said, however, that this is the case in many EHEA countries.

In order to improve the higher education system and to develop updated educational technologies and techniques, several higher education institutions are awarded the status of leading higher education institution, without any additional explanation of what this status implies. 10 universities were awarded this status by the Government of the Republic of Belarus.
The alternative report 2014 questions the real impact of the Code of Education of 2011. In art. 107, it is confirmed that the President of Belarus has the exclusive right to determine the government’s education policy and to guarantee the implementation of its major provisions. As regards the involvement of the academic community, although this report maintains that there are some State HEIs’ Rectors and officials who are willing to continue with the reform process, their representatives are not consulted by the National Assembly and Ministry of Education or are still victims of repression. The debates on further changes in the Code of Education, which will also be mentioned in the following paragraph, are constantly postponed by the National Assembly. The present institutional governance structure is described as inefficient and non inclusive.

The alternative report maintains that traditional statist ideology, imposing values and state monopoly on the truth, feeds mistrust and suspicion in relation to any forms of criticism and independence.

Strategies that the country is currently pursuing in the field of higher education
The report 2014 refers to a proposal for a strategy, submitted on the 9 and 10 of October 2014 by the Republican Rectors’ Conference and called the “Higher Education Development Strategy”. This strategy is also mentioned in the support letter to the candidature, CR 2014, by the Republican Rectors’ Conference.
The Strategy includes several aspects, such as:

· adaptation of the higher education specialties framework to the requirements of the International Standard Classification of Education and Economic Activities, the National Qualifications Framework based on the European Qualifications Framework and the optimization of the number of specialties by enhancing their qualification units and the improvement of the planning system for training staff with higher education;

· capacity building for the governance of the higher education system and the structure of higher education, clustering of institutions, introduction and piloting  of   bachelor’s  educational  programs, module-structured educational programs, integrated (1+2 cycles) higher education programs, development of distance learning options, network education, joint educational programs;

· change of principles of state funding of higher education institutions, standard student costs, differentiation of scholarship support depending on academic performance, autonomy in management of  university budgets, raising national budget expenditures for the educational system (to 8 % of GDP);

· empowerment of higher education institutions and expansion of their responsibilities in the national higher education field in terms of the right to assess foreign educational qualifications for academic purposes, empowerment of universities in defining the contents of educational programs (50 % at the first cycle of higher education), the right to independently develop and implement profile (specialized) educational programs within a newly-opened specialty, etc.;

· raising the quality and practice-based nature of higher education, by introducing obligatory academic mobility requirements for academic staff and students, expanding available practices and experiences of training students in educational-scientific-industrial environments, strengthening the requirements to the quality of training of school graduates, the implementation of practical training of students in prospective job settings.  
The information included in the report does not enable the reader to understand how far the strategy adopted by the Rectors’ Conference is supported in the legislation. The letter CR 2014, not the official Government position, reports that the proposed amendments and changes have been introduced. As a matter of fact, following the information included under question 1, the Rectors’ Conference has only consultative powers.
Partnerships and specificity of the HE system

The report 2014 does not mention any specificities of the HE system but repeats the list of the main players in the system. Compared to what is reported under question 1, some players are added to the list, such as  the national  group  of  experts  on  higher  education  reforms, the national  Bureau  of  Erasmus+, Belarusian  ENIC and the interdepartmental  group  for the introduction of elements of the Bologna process into the national education system. Tasks and competencies of these bodies are not specified.

The only specificity mentioned is the presence, in post–graduate education, of two main degrees, candidate of sciences, or PhD-equivalent, and doctor of sciences. The same specificity was reported in the BFUG assessment 2012.

Main challenges that the national higher education system is facing

Some of the challenges mentioned in the report 2014 are the same that were described in the BFUG assessment 2012, namely massification and the perception that massification causes a reduction in the quality of HE, the insufficient capacity of some higher education institutions to get involved in programs of academic mobility as full-fledged participants (because of insufficient funding and students’ low proficiency in foreign languages) and the insufficient integration of science, education and high-tech production. The report submitted does not include any reference to the developments between 2012 and 2014 and to the reasons why these challenges were not met.

In the meantime, new challenges arose, such as the need to re-orient the system to support student–centered learning, the increase in the age of the teaching staff of higher education institutions and the delay of the education system in responding to demands of the economy for a new generation of specialists.
The alternative report 2014 questions the sustainability of the system as such, and recalls the attention on a number of indicators in support of this argument collected by OECD, by the World Bank, and by Save the Children. These indicators refer mainly to funding of HE and participation. Some of the challenges mentioned in the alternative report 2014 correspond to the ones mentioned in the report 2014, such as the mismatch between the needs of the labor market and the results of higher education or the decrease in quality. As regards the decrease in quality, the explanation found in the alternative report 2014 is that the need to recruit fee-paying students and collect private funding has had a negative impact on students’ selection criteria and on overall quality.

Reasons for joining the EHEA

The main reasons reported for joining the EHEA are the following:

· enhancement of the academic culture and dissemination of academic values and traditions among academic staff and students as a required foundation for differentiation of academic freedoms;

· adoption of new forms and methods of training in higher education, institutional models of the training process, in order to develop  more student-centered teaching/learning scenarios;

· integration of higher education institutions of the Republic of Belarus in international associations, involvement in scientific, research and development projects;

· using the chance to renew the engagement of external stakeholders in the educational dialogue;

· raising the level of interaction between the higher education system, science and community, piloting and implementing tools for education quality assurance;

· enhancement and differentiation of academic mobility of academic staff and students;

· raising trust among the nationals in the national higher education system;

· integration of the national education system and university science and research in the European Higher Education Area.

Compared to the BFUG assessment 2012, the reasons mentioned are much more specific to the HE system than to wider societal challenges. 
The alternative report 2014 recognizes certain higher education achievements in Belarus in providing structural reforms and a progress in the implementation of a number of Bologna principles. It also stresses, on the opposite side, that there have been no positive changes in the legislation and in implementing fundamental European academic values (institutional autonomy, participation in decision making, academic freedom) since 2011.

Nevertheless, the authors of the alternative report 2014 strongly believe that, when considering the application of the Belarusian Ministry of Education to join EHEA, the parties concerned should jointly develop a roadmap. This will allow for a consensual and mandatory - for the Belarusian party - plan and agenda aiming to incorporate and implement the European academic values.

Structural reforms

Degree structure system/ Qualifications Frameworks/ Employability

The Degree structure of the system is quite similar to the one reported in the BFUG assessment 2012. It consists of two cycles: ‘specialist’ (the first cycle) and ‘master’ (the second cycle), according to the Code of Education of the Republic of Belarus (art. 202). The first cycle has a length of 4-5 years (6 years for some programs) for full-time students and the second cycle is said to take 1-2 years to full time students.

The report goes on to state that the first cycle of higher education is compatible with EQF level 6, the second cycle (master’s studies) with EQF level 7 and the two degrees following graduates education - candidate of sciences, or PhD-equivalent, and doctor of sciences – are compatible with EQF level 8.
The information presented in the report 2014 refers to some changes planned for the upcoming years. The National Institute for Higher Education drafted amendments and changes in the Code of Education, which were approved by the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Belarus in 2014 and sent to the Government for further implementation in 2015-2016. These amendments refer to:

· introducing the name “Bachelor’s  Degree”  for  the  first  (I)  cycle  of  higher  education for  specialties with the term of training 4-5 years;

· maintaining the name “Master’s Degree” for the second (II) cycle of education;

· introducing independent “continuing educational program of higher education” for specialties with the term of training 5.5-6 years (integrated training at the first (I) and second (II) cycles of higher education) and recognizing their graduates’ legal status as equal to those with  a  Master’s  Degree (for the 12 most complex specialties that are currently enlisted in the first cycle of higher education);

· re-designing the content of each cycle of higher education.
The National Qualifications Framework in the Republic of Belarus is currently being developed.  The development phase takes the form of a number of pilot projects in some sectors, in particular in the IT sector and in the management and administration spheres. Sectorial Qualifications Councils for these spheres have been developed. At the moment of submission of the report 2014, professional and qualifications standards are described as being prepared.

On the basis of the results of the pilot on management and administration, the report 2014 states, proposals for the development of the National Framework will be submitted to Government in 2015. The self-assessment and self-certification procedure for the National Qualification Framework, in terms of its meeting the requirements of the QF-EHEA, will be carried out after the National Qualifications Framework has been fully developed.
Based on the information provided, it can be said that all the critical aspects pointed out in the previous assessment are still there. It is difficult to see how a first cycle degree of 5 or 6 years, which is described neither in terms of ECTS credits (or equivalent) nor in terms of learning outcomes, could be compatible with a first cycle qualification of 180 – 240 ECTS credits in the QF-EHEA. A mere change in terminology in the proposed amendments does not tackle the core issue.
In addition, the reference framework for the Degree structure of the EHEA should be the Overarching Framework of Qualifications and not the European Qualifications Framework, as stated in the Report. The two are considered to be fully compatible, but it should be understood that they are two different tools. In any case, the developments of the National Qualifications Framework, even in its structure, are at a very early stage and it is difficult to draw any conclusions. The NQF would eventually need to be self-certified specifically against the QF-EHEA, using the QF-EHEA criteria and procedures for self-certification. This can be done concurrently with the referencing of the NQF against the EQF, but there needs to be a specific part of the report self-certifying the higher education part of the NQF against the QF-EHEA.
Finally, following the description of the amendments reported in the text, it is possible to see that the long “single-cycle” programs, which are not compatible with the Bologna two-cycle structure, are also included.
The alternative report 2014 stresses the fact that it is impossible to reduce the duration of studies in the first cycle not only because it is a matter of legislative changes but, mainly, because it is a change in the contents of education. Adapting study programs to the three tier structure is, however, one of the main issues of the EHEA and cannot be skirted by reference to current legislation.  Rigid regulations are preserved by the Ministry of Education concerning planning of studies, syllabus, teaching documentation, curricula contents and structure. The overall workload is calculated in hours per week (54 hours) with a mandatory classroom workload (24-32 hours per week). The system does not provide for any considerations of the needs and capabilities of the different student groups. Recognition of prior learning or alternative routes to higher education are not foreseen and lifelong learning is not implemented.
As regards the third cycle, it is described as not existing because it is considered a postgraduate research-oriented professional study and is organized in accordance with the Provisions on obtaining researcher qualification in the Republic of Belarus, in isolation from previous cycles. The training system for researchers has been organized as an administrative vertical system reporting directly to the President.
Nevertheless, the alternative report 2014 also mentions some positive dynamics that have taken place during 2011-2014, especially at the institutional level:

· new Educational Standard Frameworks for the 1st and 2nd Higher Education Cycles were approved in 2013. They are described as corresponding to the Dublin Descriptors and taking into account students’ workload and credits to a significant degree. Also continuation of studies to the second cycle is reported as facilitated;

· Higher education institutions can introduce changes into the standard curriculum and program design is more flexible, allowing for diversification on the basis of institutional priorities, students free choice and a clearer distinction between cycles;

· Competences achieved by first cycle graduates are more comparable to the expected outcomes of first cycle qualifications provided by the Dublin Descriptors.
Finally, the alternative report 2014 suggests further actions for changing and improving the educational structure:

· Full implementation of a three-cycle education system, according to the Dublin Descriptors and the European Qualifications Framework;

· Freedom to higher education institutions to cooperate with employers to design educational programs that respond to labor market demands.

Policies for improving the employability of HE graduates

The situation described in the report 2014 is very similar to the one presented in the BFUG assessment 2012. The national report describes the system of automatic distribution of graduates to their first working places (repartition system), which is done by the higher education institutions. Independent employment is regulated by law. The report goes on to state that 75% of graduates are employed in the public sector and 25% in the private sector. There seems to be a seemingly fixed contract for 1-2 years after graduation. Fee paying students can use the same system or find their own first time employment. If a graduate who has received State support for his/her higher education wishes to refuse the employment arranged by the HEI, s/he can do so but will have to return the support money receive from the state.

Mandatory placement was already a major issue in the BFUG assessment 2012 and further clarifications were requested from the Belarusian authorities at that time. It was not considered acceptable that the students who refused the placements offered to them had to return the full amount of the scholarships received from the State. The information contained in the report 2014, however, confirms that the system has not changed.  So the problem is still there.   
According to the report, in the academic year of 2013-2014 the first job placement was provided to 19.281 graduates of the state-owned education institutions, who were full-time students and had studied at the expense of the national budget funds. 95 % of them were employed on the basis of the job placement. 
The major issue here is whether this is an offer that helps with finding the first employment - but an offer that students are free to accept or refuse - or whether it is mandatory job placement with strict rules for non-acceptance. The alternative report 2014 does not point at specific issues concerning employability. We would like to recall, however, that in another part of the text the authors mention the existing mismatch between graduates’ competences and employers’ needs and expectations, as well as the need to facilitate cooperation between HEIs and the labor market.
Quality Assurance

Internal QA arrangements

The report 2014 underlines the compliance of the internal quality assurance system with the European Standards and Guidelines and with the ISO 9001 standards. On this second standard, it is written that all HEIs in the Republic of Belarus are in line with ISO 9001.

According to the information provided, higher education institutions developed and approved education quality assurance policies, which are available at the websites of the relevant HEIs and on information boards inside institutions, while educational and scientific activities of higher education institutions are described as processes and procedures and are stated in the relevant quality standards of each HEI. These standards include sections describing quality monitoring and supervision procedures and permanent quality improvement. Organizational structures (units) as well as Quality Management Councils, including students as the main stakeholders,  have been established to develop internal university quality assurance systems. These structures carry out an annual internal audit of the university quality management system, developing mechanisms for quality improvement based on the audit results. 

Assessment of the content of educational programs in a higher education institution is carried out by the Council of the institution or by the scientific and methodological council of the institution no less than once in a 5-year period. The assessment requirements for the content of HEI’s educational programs are established in the relevant Educational Methodological Guidelines developed by the National Institute for Higher Education. 

Assessment of students’ knowledge level is performed within the training period by the relevant examination commissions formed by the education institution. The final assessment of students’ knowledge is performed by the state examination board. 

Quality assurance of the university teaching staff is ensured annually, when the Commission of the higher education institution evaluates the quality of teaching staff on its own, and, as a result, provides representatives of the teaching staff with relevant financial supplements (allowances).
Apart from that, the higher education institution carries out self-audit, which can be used by the external supervisory body as initial information prior to external quality audit. 

The alternative report 2014 describes internal quality assurance as follows:

· The evaluation of teaching quality is conducted through visits of colleagues and administration representatives to the classes. A deeper exercise is conducted every five years and linked to the election procedure;

· Students’ performances are verified through pass/fail exams, tests, course and graduation theses;
· The role of the stakeholders is insignificant and students’ participation is only formal. Students’ representatives are not involved in the development of course content, feedback is collected irregularly, although some HEIs standards indicate it as a quality monitoring element. Employers’ involvement in the educational process is limited to participating in specialty state exams and final thesis defense.

External QA and compliance with the ESG

The national report states that external quality assurance is led by the Education Quality Control Department (EQCD) within the Ministry of Education (the Ministry approves the decisions of the Department). The EQCD is a member of the Eurasian Quality Assurance Network (EAQAN), the European Organization for Quality, International Organization for Standardization and CIS Inter-Governmental Council for Standardization, metrology and certification.

The state accreditation is carried out no less than once in 5 years for each specialty and type of education institution (e.g. university). Prior to the state accreditation procedure a higher education institution carries out a self-audit procedure, which can be the source of initial information for the external supervisory body. Criteria for each type of  educational institutions and the relevant criteria for specialty accreditation are established for carrying out the state accreditation according to the legislation. Independence in judgment is expected to be ensured by the nomination done by the Department of an interim independent commission composed of representatives of university teaching staff and specialists from various education institutions, who are entitled to carry out the audit. In addition to the information provided here, the report describes the responsibilities of the Education Quality Management Department.
Finally, the report specifies that the legislation of the Republic of Belarus does not restrict higher education institutions in carrying out additional procedures for external education quality assurance, but does not clarify what impact these procedures would have at the national level.

Furthermore, the Republican Rectors’ Conference (October 9-10, 2014) submitted a request to the Government on the necessity of external accreditation of educational programs by various employer associations and on establishing the National Quality Assurance Agency, independent from the Ministry, that should receive the functions today assigned to the Education Quality Management Department and should include students in its governance. The report does not clarify if any answer has been received or if the Ministry plans to follow up on the request.
The Republic of Belarus aims to join ENQA. The report 2014 does not specify how and when they are planning to do so, nor includes any reference or plan for Belarus to join EQAR, either as Governmental member or as an Agency.
The alternative report 2014 stresses that, in the Code of education, quality is conducted by the governmental agency, the Education quality Control Department, which designs the assessment program and methods, and presents its recommendations and comments to the Ministry of Education Panel that is appointed and chaired by the Minister. The procedure set up seems to be quite heavy, but also very formal rather than substantial and aimed at measures for improvements.

As a positive development, the alternative report 2014 specifies that the introduction of ISO 9000 eased the pressure on HEIs, as certified HEIs ceased to have Departmental control in terms of HEI management and accreditation processes for certified HEIs were simplified.

In more general terms, the alternative report 2014 finds that the internal and external higher education quality assurance system is ineffective and underdeveloped, and has not changed since 2011. It does not comply with the ESG requirements and with the ENQA network. Progress is also hampered by continuous debates about the failed Education Code and the Council of Ministers recent activities concerning the national qualifications framework and professional standards.

Recognition of qualifications

Ratification of the LRC and arrangements for recognition of qualifications

As regards  the implementation of recognition of foreign qualifications, the report submitted in 2014 underlines that Belarus ratified the Lisbon Recognition Convention in 2002 through the Edict of the President of the Republic of Belarus (no.5). According to the Education Code, article 102, recognition of foreign qualifications as a formal decision is a task of the Ministry of Education. The National Institute for Higher Education acts as the Belarusian ENIC center, with a consultative role for the recognition decisions taken by the Ministry of Education. The Higher Attestation Commission of the Republic of Belarus of the Republic of Belarus deals with the recognition of scientific titles and degrees, that may include both Bachelor and Master degrees, but no further details are provided. The system has not changed since the BFUG assessment 2012.
The report 2014 features a detailed description of the recognition procedures, including the procedure for appeals. Some statistics are reported and, in detail, they show that the number of assessments performed by the Belarus ENIC is increasing every year 2007 (244), 2008 (285), 2009 (431), 2010 (498), 2011 (558), 2012 (989), 2013 (1195), 2014 up to October 2014 (1582). There is no information on how many of these requests for recognition ended positively.

As for the role of HEIs in the recognition for academic purposes, the report 2014 should be further clarified. As a matter of fact, in one section it is written that the assessment of periods of study as well as of qualifications with the purpose to access higher education is carried out mainly by higher education institutions, while in another it is clearly stated that the recognition of qualifications, with no distinction of purposes, is a task of the Ministry.

A close analysis of the text indicates that the Ministry holds the responsibility, as it is clarified in the Code of Education (art. 202). The report mentions a draft amendment submitted in 2014 to the Government, stipulating that the Ministry of Education shall maintain its function of qualifications recognition only for the professional purposes (in case there are no relevant international agreements) and that the function of assessing foreign qualifications for academic purposes is supposed to be completely assigned to the educational institutions who admit the students for training. However, the report does not include any clarification on acceptance or rejection of the proposal by the Government.
The alternative report 2014 stresses that, despite the legal implementation of the LRC, recognition still happens mainly under bilateral agreements and is based on equivalence with the national degree certificate, through a lengthy and overloaded procedure. This seems to confirm the Belarusian government’s unwillingness to ease the administrative control over higher-education development and internationalization.
The conclusions of the authors on this aspect are quite negative, as they consider the existing recognition procedure as non compliant with LRC. However, they believe that the situation may change for the better soon.
ECTS/ Diploma Supplement (DS)

The report 2014 states that, since 2013, 100 % of graduates from HEIs of the Republic of Belarus receive the national supplement to a higher education diploma. It also states that it is compliant with the European Diploma Supplement. The deduction could be that these documents are not the same, even if they are described as compatible. A further strengthening of this understanding is that an amendment of the Code of Education was proposed in 2014 stipulating the implementation of the European Diploma Supplement. It was not clarified in the report if, after submission, the amendment has been accepted or rejected.

Since 2011, some changes took place concerning the use of ECTS, as was foreseen in the previous report. In detail, the new system provides that:

· one credit unit equals 36-40 academic hours (1 academic hour is 40-45 minutes);

· a credit unit represents student contact activities during lectures, laboratory, practical or seminar classes, other types of classes, as well as independent student work (preparing for exams, other knowledge assessment forms and techniques);

· credit units are accumulated for a student after testing his/her training performance results;

· the sum of credit units equals 60 per one academic year when acquiring higher education;
· credits are used to describe study programs, together with working hours.

This system of credit units was approved by Order of the Ministry of Education No. 405 dated May 27, 2013 in the form of the Instruction for calculating the workload of higher education programs with the application of a credit unit system; afterwards it was implemented and is now used in the educational standards of the first and second cycles of education.

Several difficulties can be seen in the implementation of the new system:

· the ECTS Users’ Guide  states that one ECTS credit generally corresponds to an average of 25-30 hours of student work, as was mentioned also in the previous report to the BFUG;

· there is no reference to the learning outcomes achieved by students after their study/training work, as agreed by EHEA Ministers in Bucharest (2012);
· the implementation of the new system is presented as a system for credit transfer (and not for program design and monitoring, as foreseen in the ECTS User’s Guide);

· the traditional system of academic hours is maintained in cases of domestic academic mobility inside the country.
More recent developments come from the Republican Rector’s Conference. On October 9, 2014 it recommended to the Ministry of Education to expand the use  of a credit unit system when organizing domestic academic mobility and to implement the function of credit units’ accumulation when training students in several education institutions. The proposal implies amendments to the education Code, which have been already sent to the Government (2014). They include the following: 

· making  credit  units  the  main  units  for  students’  academic  performance;

· using credit units when organizing transfer-re-admission of students in another education institution, another specialty or form of education as well as when organizing academic mobility;

· introducing  an  opportunity  to  accumulate  credit  units  according  to  the  results  of  the student’s completion of some individual courses in different higher education institutions.

These proposals seem to point to the right direction to correct some of the difficulties mentioned above. Nevertheless, it should also be underlined, once more, that there is no information in the report as to what extent they will be taken into account for changes in the Code of Education.

According to the alternative report 2014, the introduction of the European Diploma Supplement (DS) is still unresolved and the document does not comply with the present European requirements. The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS), instead, was incorporated into higher education standards, but with some distinctions.

The drawbacks of the implementation of ECTS are that:

· it is still considered in Belarus as an instrument for somehow translating the national systems into a European language and not as the basic feature of  program design;

· it is not implemented with the participation and involvement of higher education institutions and of international experts. 

Consequently, the proposals for improvement included in the alternative report 2014 are:

· To speed up the reform of higher education programs and its curriculum revision  on the basis of ECTS principles and  with the assistance of the international community;
· To involve the universities more actively in the process.

Other Key Areas

Academic mobility

The report 2012 describes the main forms of academic mobility for students and staff. As far as students are concerned, they are reported to benefit from different forms of mobility:

· short-term academic mobility;

· Belarusian young people achieving their qualification abroad.

Financial support for students’ short-term mobility depends on the existence of a bilateral agreement at the Government level and involves mainly China, Russia, Lithuania, Spain and Germany. At the institutional level, short-term mobility is started either on the basis of an    institutional agreement or on the basis of the student’s own initiative. The report mentions also the award of Double Diplomas.

Academic staff mobility is organized only within the framework of inter-university agreements. Academic staff is sent to partner higher education institutions for delivering lectures, holding seminars and workshops, participating in scientific activities within joint science projects, implementing joint research projects.

Looking at the statistics reported, it seems that these actions are not sufficient for the achievement of the 20% target by 2010, as only 1% of the students benefits of a mobility experience. The same rate is reported for staff mobility.
One of the obstacles mentioned in the report is low proficiency in foreign language and this is why HEIs increased the number of courses of foreign languages for students and staff.

Proposals for including the provisions of mandatory domestic and international academic mobility of students and academic staff in legal acts were developed and submitted to the Government in 2014 (decision of the Republican Rector’s Conference No. 1 dated from October 9-10, 2014). Once more, the report does not mention any follow-up actions to the proposal.

The alternative report 2014 makes it very clear that academic mobility is not a priority for the higher education system in the Republic of Belarus. It is placed last in the strategy of the Higher Education Development Program for 2011-2015, which places international co-operation as the last of the seven objectives of its development and reduces it to “improving the international prestige of the Belarusian higher education system and increasing educational services exports three times”.
Concrete measures to follow up are reported to be very weak in terms of financial resources, for students and for academics, and in terms of framework conditions. Moreover, unofficially, it is not recommended for faculty and students to visit educational institutions in the European Union and the USA. To make these destinations of mobility more difficult to reach, a burdensome system of additional permits to exit the country is created, even when financial support is ensured. The result is that academic mobility is more like an exception than a common practice. 

Nevertheless, the alternative report 2014 underlines that admission to EHEA is considered as an action permitting to improve competitiveness in the international educational arena, in the number of learning activities conducted in English, and in attractiveness to foreign students.

A number of proposed actions are included in the alternative report 2014 to further develop academic mobility:
· The development of a mobility scheme by EHEA countries that will envisage support for Belarusian students who are prosecuted for their political aspirations;
· The development of dual degree programs;
· The development of a legal framework for mobility in line with EHEA policy;
· The establishment of a transparent selection process without state control and run with the participation of independent evaluators.

Financial support for mobility

As regards  the financial support for the international mobility of students, the reports present the following sources:

· State funding for students trained abroad, including entry visa fees, tuition fees, accommodation and meals, health insurance, travel expenses to training location;

· University funding for students participating in mobility, in case of participation in academic mobility within the frameworks of agreements between higher education institutions;

· Scholarships for academic mobility under international agreements

· International funding (international programs).

Financial resources are available also for academic staff mobility, mainly covering travel, accommodation and related salary.

Obstacles to mobility

As regards obstacles and provisions to tackle them, the report includes the following:
	Obstacles
	Solutions

	· insufficient number of specialties where the language of instruction is English; −  insufficient number of joint educational programs;

· low level of awareness of educational services in the Republic of Belarus among foreign school graduates and prospective applicants;

· insufficient number of student dormitories for accommodation of foreign students.
	· changes were introduced in the Education Code, stipulating establishment of the mandatory domestic and international academic mobility for university teachers and students;

· higher education institutions expand the number of educational programs taught in English;

· higher education institutions expand the number of joint educational programs and network forms of education;

· construction of all dormitory buildings in the Student Campus in Minsk is being completed;
· changes were introduced in the Education Code, stipulating entitlement of HEIs to establish international scholarships for foreign students;
· additional courses  of foreign languages for university academic staff and students are organized in higher education institutions;
· state funding for academic mobility of students and academic staff is provided in the State Higher Education Development Program for 2011-2015.


The report did not include any more details on how the competent authorities plan to monitor the implementation and the impact of the solutions mentioned above.

According to the alternative report 2014, the most important reasons limiting academic mobility are the lack of opportunities for the Belarusian participants, non-transparent selection procedures controlled by the Ministry of Education and low proficiency in foreign languages. The number of European exchange programs and the number of western foreign students studying at the Belarusian HEIs is extremely limited because mobility and internship programs are to be approved by the Ministry of Education. Proposals for improvement presented in the alternative report 2014 are included in the previous sections.
The Social Dimension of higher education

The system for students support has stayed the same, if compared with the information contained in the BFUG assessment report 2012. The report 2014 states that access to higher education in Belarus is allowed by passing state entrance exams, with rules set by a Presidential Edict. The following nationals can apply for state funded places: citizens of Belarus, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. All eligible candidates can apply and special access conditions are in place for ‘children with disabilities, orphans, winners of competitions etc’ . 
The social composition of students is reported to be:

· 62.8% female students;

· 15.2 thousand foreign students;

· 1.8 thousand orphans;

· 1.6 thousand people with disabilities (PWD)
;

· 14 thousand people affected by Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant disaster;

· 36% students are trained at the expense of the national budget funds.

The report 2014 also states that preferential loans for low-income students, who only have to pay up to 65% of the tuition fees, are in place. Non-resident students are provided with accommodation in student dormitories. When renting accommodation out of student dormitories, the state partially reimburses rent expenses. All students are entitled to free use of libraries, sports infrastructure of higher education institutions, etc.
There is no reference to the reform mentioned in the previous report, foreseen for the years 2012, which was one of the critical elements as it would have hindered the social dimension.
The alternative report 2014 confirms that, from the legal point of view, access to education is open, not discriminatory and that there are tools for the different categories of disadvantaged students.

Nevertheless, the reality described is different from what is foreseen by the legislation and several obstacles to access and completion exist. The main reported ones are:

· Economic obstacles. The majority of students are admitted on a tuition basis, education loans are not widespread and, like in many other EHEA countries, the scholarship provided by the Government is not enough to cover living and study costs. Therefore, students have to rely on their families. Finally, the criteria to access scholarships became more demanding in 2012 and this has reduced the number of potential beneficiaries by half;
· Obstacles related to adequate preparation to access higher education. The majority (no percentages available) of prospective students have to turn to private tutors, who are quite expensive. This creates an additional filter preventing school graduates from underrepresented groups to enter top HEIs and access specializations that are in high demand;
· Obstacles related to accommodation. The number of places available in students’ dormitories is not sufficient to meet the demand. In addition, places available still have a cost to be covered by students and the procedure to obtain a place in dormitory is very lengthy;

· Specific obstacles for students with disabilities. The infrastructure of HEIs and dormitories are not adequate to allow their full participation in the learning activities. In addition, teaching skills of academics are not adequate to respond to the special needs of these students;

· Geographical obstacles. It is still very difficult to access higher education for prospective students from rural areas and distance learning is not developed as an alternative to meet their demands. The previously existing positive discrimination in their favor, in the form of access quotas, was cancelled;

Language barriers. Since Russian is the language of instruction, teaching in the Belarusian language is still an exception, even though it should be ensured as a constitutional right. According to the official statistics
, the number of students who study in Belarusian decreased from 1.9% in 2005/2006 to 1 % in 2011/2012 and to 0.2% in 2012/2013. The only other language of instruction mentioned in the alternative report 2014 is English, in connection with internationalization.  Values and fundamental principles

Academic freedom and institutional autonomy

The legal provisions and practical implementation actions to support academic freedom and institutional autonomy mentioned in the report 2014 are very similar to the ones that were described in the BFUG assessment 2012. In detail, they are:

· equal rights of nationals to acquire higher education, in public and private institutions;

· free higher education in state-owned higher education institutions for all nationals according to the enrollment competition results;

· state and public (community-based) nature of education governance, ensuring participation of state authorities and other organizations. Still a number of powers and functions were transferred to other organizations, as mentioned in the first part of the report, or are expected to be transferred;
· individual and independent approaches to higher education, also free from a political and ideological impact, preventing the acquisition of objective scientific knowledge. It is ensured by mandatory study of social and humanities subjects in the initial years of higher education, by an educational focus on meeting the demands of nationals and community for personal development, by the secular nature of educational activities, by upbringing activities of higher education institutions, including the formation of moral values among nationals, healthy lifestyle, citizenship, patriotism, sense of responsibility and hard work;

· integration into the global educational area maintaining and developing traditions of the national education system;

· empowerment and expansion of responsibilities of higher education institutions.
Additional positive influence is expected following the implementation of some amendments to the Code of Education (the report does not clarify properly which ones). These are referring to the increase of students’ involvement in the design of their curricula, more freedom for HEIs in the design and development of programs, independence in the definition of the content of training (within the framework of a specialty in the higher education institution), increase in financial autonomy of HEIs.

Like in 2012, none of the higher education institutions as of November 1, 2014 has joined the Magna Charta Universitatum. However, on November 3, 2014 an international seminar was planned for the administrative staff of HEIs of the Republic of Belarus on the issue of joining the Magna Charta Universitatum by Belarusian universities. It would be useful to have additional information to be used for the purpose of the report.
The alternative report 2014 is very critical towards the level of implementation of academic freedom and institutional autonomy. Violations of academic freedoms in Belarus’ universities remain systematic and widespread. They are including violating freedom of association, freedom to elect and to be elected, freedom of movement and travel. The right to participate in the University management is limited, improper disciplinary actions are taken and forced labor is used. 

Information on governance and management of HEIs is hardly accessible and transparent, including publication of the Statutes and main regulations of the institution and the composition of the Governing bodies. The situation is reported to have deteriorated since 2011. In 2011 the application documents to join EHEA and their submission process were public while, in 2014, the whole process was classified.  

The alternative report states that there are no permanent contract for academics, they are the object of power abuse and there is not procedure set for appeal. Besides the fact that political activities are forbidden in HEIs, pro-government organizations are created and pressure is put on academics to join them, while independent NGOs activities are opposed by the HEIs’ administrations.

The Belarusian students suffer from violations of their academic rights en masse. The system of compulsory employment after graduation (see section on employability) is also reported as violation of academic rights since, if the placement is refused, the graduate is obliged to repay the entire scholarship to the government. The rigidity of study programs does not allow their active participation in the learning process.
On the basis of the pressure put by the lack of places in dormitories, eviction is used to threaten students to force participation in elections (HEIs and State elections) or to prevent from enrollment in independent NGOs.

As regards institutional autonomy, the alternative report 2014 stresses how HEIs are still under strong State control. Looking at the governance of the Institutions, Rectors are appointed by the President of the Republic in State HEIs and by the Minister of Education in Private Universities. The election procedures for the composition of the governing Council are depreciated and the body does not have any real powers. The Rectors can nominate their own trusted persons without consultations, but they remain under the influence of State authorities and do not respond to their academic community. 
Definition of access and selection criteria for students, program design and delivery, language of instruction, development of internal quality assurance processes are all remit to national legislation.
During the past 3 years passed from the time Belarus applied to join the EHEA, no improvements have been made in revising the legislation and in the implementation of academic freedom and institutional autonomy. The demand to change is reported to be there but no relevant actions are taken, such as amending the Education Code. 
Public responsibility for higher education

The report 2014 describes in detail the responsibilities of the Ministry of Education, of the Ministry of Finances, of the Government and of other actors relevant to the higher education sector. It then lists the higher education challenges in Belarus, in some cases the same mentioned in the previous report, such as: obsolescence of infrastructures and laboratories, labor forecast, lack of funding. To tackle these challenges the State Higher Education development Program for 2011-2015 stipulates allocation of funds for updating study, laboratory, material and technical base of higher education institutions, and the requests from perspective employers are used to increase practice-focused training of specialists with higher education. 
The alternative report 2014 underlines the authoritarian and extremely centralized higher education management system established in Belarus. The main difficulty reported in terms of public responsibility is the lack of adequate financial and political tools to face demographic changes and the demand for higher education, to the detriment of quality. The only answers reported to be provided by the Government has been the raise in tuition fees and the reduction of funding for scholarships.

Cooperation among stakeholders and student participation

The report 2014 lists the current manner of cooperation with academic staff, employers and students.

At the national level, the involvement of academic staff is realized through educational and methodological associations in the field of higher education, which improve the education content, introduce recommendations for opening new specialties, and provide consultations on education quality improvement. At the level of HEIs, the University Councils are said to be the internal bodies for participation of these stakeholders within higher education institutions.
The employers are involved in the development of the higher education system by participating in the definition of higher education standards, in activities of the Councils of education established in HEIs, by providing requests for training specialists in the relevant disciplines, and by participating in the final assessment of students’ knowledge. This, as well as the support of the employers’ Union in the candidature for the EHEA, is confirmed in the letter BUEE 2014.
It is acknowledged that the involvement of students in decision-making is mainly at the institutional level – student government, as they have a 25% share of the representation in University Councils, and that their participation could be improved. Election methods of students representatives are quite diversified, depending from the University regulations, and can use procedures such as raising hands, secret ballot in student training groups, or student associations. It is reported that students’ participation should be improved at the institutional level by changing the procedures for internal quality assurance. Since the same comment was reported in the previous candidature, this  might suggest that nothing has improved since then.

As regards students’ participation outside  the University governing bodies, it takes place in different forms. It is described as: student public (community-based) organizations, associations, collegiate student bodies, including faculty committees, student professional unions, volunteers councils, faculty student self-governance councils, faculty monitors, student councils in dormitories, monitors’ council of foreign students. The number of student self-governing bodies in higher education institutions of the Republic of Belarus is 2,392 (in 2014), with 70,453 students participating in them (2014).

The higher body of student self-governance is the student steering (coordination) council (Students’ Conference). According to the letter SA 2014, the Students Conference supports the candidature to access the EHEA that has been put forward by the Government. 

This organization is not a member of the European Students’ Union
In the report 2014 it is recognized that some improvements can still be made, therefore some proposals for changes in the Code of Education 2011 have been put forth:

· creation of conditions for formation of additional social institutes for public-private partnership in the field of education;
· activity of employers’ qualification councils;
· wider students’ involvement in education quality management by their involvement in accreditation commissions;
· wider employers’ engagement in the educational process and  their impact on the training content.
The alternative report 2014 draws a significantly different picture. It underlines that full-fledged stakeholders relations in the field of higher education cannot leverage the situation when the government, as one of the major players, constantly exercises its powers as a dominant in such cooperation. Employers, students, academics, families are only marginally involved in consultations and always upon initiative of the Government. Intermediate bodies are not established or, when existing, cannot influence decision making.
As for students’ participation, they are legally allowed to participate in the educational institutions’ management, and participation in trade unions, youth, and other NGOs activities does not contradict the legislation. The new rules for the establishment of the HEIs Council guarantee that 25% of places are reserved for students representatives but the Board does not have any power, thus making such representation ineffective. The composition of the HEIs Councils and their activities remain non-transparent and unknown to the students. Although Belarus has a network of student self-governance organizations, their role in the HEIs’ activities is limited. A relatively unified system of student self-governance operates in the form of Students’ Councils at students’ dormitories. Elections to student self-governance bodies are neither universal nor free.
Starting from 2001, the authorities keep closing any independent students’ organizations or refuse to register them. The Belarusian Students Association representing Belarus at the European Student Union was liquidated by law in 2001 and has operated underground since then. The members of the BSA as well as the members of other involuntarily liquidated or not registered students’ and youth organizations risk to fall victims of criminal prosecution for participation in non-registered organizations (article 193.1 of the Criminal Code).
4. CONCLUSIONS
In 2012, Belarus applied to join the EHEA and, as can be seen more in detail in the BFUG assessment report, the political context under which the candidature was presented was extremely difficult. Following the Presidential elections of 2010 and the repression by the Government, many EHEA Ministers, the European Commission and the Council of Europe took action against the Belarusian Government. 

The BFUG discussed the candidature at its meeting in Copenhagen
 and the conclusions were that: 
“the BFUG would advise the EHEA ministers not to accept Belarus’ application to join the EHEA, with an open message that accession would be possible in the future, provided that reforms are made in the direction of the EHEA objectives.”

On the basis of the information provided in the report, the main conclusions on the readiness of Belarus to join the EHEA are the following.

Structural reforms

Both the report 2014 and the alternative report 2014 describe some improvements in the situation, if compared to 2011, before the Strategy for the Development of Higher Education for the period 2011 - 2015 was implemented. The picture is more encouraging if we base our evaluation only on the report 2014 but, with discontinuity with the previous alternative report as presented in the BFUG assessment 2012, positive developments are recognized by both sources.

There are, nevertheless, two kinds of weaknesses in the development described:

· in some cases the reforms implemented are not in line with EHEA structural reforms;

· in some cases there is a proposal for reform or an ongoing process without clarifying if the proposals will be taken into account and implemented (or not).
The weak elements are the following:

· The changes implemented in the Degree structures (p. 7) are rather  formal and do not tackle the issue of the full implementation of the EHEA degree structure (QF, ECTS, expected learning outcomes,…), as already mentioned  in the past by the BFUG in the assessment report 2012;

· In particular, there is indication that programs for the first degree may require up to 5 years of study, with no reference to workload in terms of ECTS credits
· The self-assessment and self-certification procedure for the National Qualification Framework in terms of its meeting the requirements of the QF-EHEA is not foreseen at any given date and the NFQ is still under development;

· There is no independent Quality Assurance Agency acting in the country, the internal and external quality assurance processes should be further improved and there is no clear commitment by the competent authorities in the report to take concrete steps in this direction;

· The implementation of the Diploma Supplement according to the European standards is still lagging behind and the use of ECTS is related only to transfer and based only on workload;

· The existence of a de facto mandatory system for internships for graduates who received State support during their studies.
Concerning other policy areas, such as international mobility and the social dimension, it should be underlined that the situation is similar to the one of 2012, at the time of the previous application with, according to the alternative report 2014,   increasing difficulties for students coming from disadvantaged socio-economic background, including disabled students.
Values and fundamental principles

The legal provisions and practical implementation actions to support academic freedom and institutional autonomy mentioned in the report 2014 are very similar to the ones that were described in the BFUG assessment 2012.
In the report 2014 there is a strong emphasis on “nationals” concerning the right to access and support to accomplish higher education, suggesting the concept of a closed system based on the nationality and not based on the universal right to education. In addition, there is a clear reference to “State nature” (rather than “public nature”) of higher education governance, ensuring the participation of State authorities, suggesting that HEIs are minor players and that institutional autonomy is not one of the basic values around which the governance of the system is thought.
When looking at the implementation of “academic freedom”, both for students and for staff, the reference made in the report 2014 is, amongst others, to “mandatory study of social and humanities subjects”, “an education focus on meeting the demands of nationals and community for personal development”, “the formation of moral values among nationals”, to ”patriotism”. It can be argued that none of these elements can be considered part of academic freedom, either because they are based on compulsory activities or because refer to values, such as patriotism, which are not related to academia and science. All the information contained in the alternative report 2014 supports this conclusion, as the authors stress that violations of academic freedoms in Belarus’ universities remain systematic and widespread and that governance of HEIs is still very much under political control.

Both reports (report 2014 and alternative report 2014) refer to demands for change. In the report 2014, the changes presented as being under discussion refer to the increase in students involvement in the design of their curricula, more freedom for HEIs in the design and development of programs, independence in the definition of the content of training (within the framework of a specialty in the higher education institution), increase in financial autonomy of HEIs.

When looking at the implementation of public responsibility, the main difficulty pointed at by the alternative report 2014 concerns the decrease in public funding and the related increase in the number of students charged with fees and in the amount of fees themselves.

As regards cooperation amongst stakeholders and students’ participation, the report 2014 describes all the opportunities for participation in the decision making for academics, students and staff. When reading it carefully, it also becomes clear that their participation is only for consultation purposes, with no decision making power at any level, or for the development of recommendations on several issues, without mandatory follow ups for other decision making bodies. The alternative report 2014 make these drawbacks more explicit by stating that staff and students participation in decision making is regularly threatened, that only pro-governmental organizations are allowed to be active and that many students and students NGO are forced to act underground. There is still the case of the Belarusian member of ESU which is considered illegal in Belarus. 

The report 2014 describes possible changes under discussion in the Code of Education 2011 related to:

· creation of conditions for formation of additional social institutes for public-private partnership in the field of education;
· activity of employers’ qualification councils;
· wider students’ involvement in education quality management by their involvement in accreditation commissions;

· wider employers’ engagement in the educational process and their impact on the training content.
As a general conclusion, it  is clear that the situation in Belarus is still very difficult, both  with reference to structural reforms and, especially, to the respect of the values and fundamental principles of the EHEA.

It should be taken into account, however, that the report 2014 lists several points where changes and improvements are under discussion, also with reference to institutional autonomy and stakeholders’ participation. On this aspect, the Minister of Education of Belarus, while requesting full participation in the EHEA, includes also the openness to “equitable and mutually beneficially dialogue”.

Finally, the alternative report 2014 proposes that the final decision on the candidature from Belarus should lead to a joint roadmap. This will allow consensual and mandatory plan-schedule for the Belarusian party to incorporate the European academic values in the legislation and implement it into Belarusian education.
The openness for dialogue expressed by several parties, including  the Rectors’ Conference, the students’ organization and  employers’, could be taken into account in the final decision.

5. RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE BFUG

In the past, candidatures for accession to the EHEA have been either accepted or rejected. The only rejection of an application by a state party to the European Cultural Convention, in 2012, concerned Belarus when the BFUG advised the EHEA ministers not to accept Belarus’ application to join the EHEA, with an open message that accession would be possible in the future, provided that reforms were made in the direction of the EHEA objectives. As it was summarized in the conclusion, Belarus made some reform efforts and pointed for a dialogue but there are still major difficulties.
Before taking the decision in Riga on full acceptance (or rejection) of the candidature of Belarus, the BFUG should be invited to discuss a proposal to be offered to the Belarusian authorities for a jointly agreed roadmap, based on the points summarized in the conclusions of the report, that would lead to full participation of Belarus in the EHEA by 2018. Together with the main areas for further reforms, the roadmap should also specify the contribution that can be ensured by the EHEA and by the BFUG and should be integrated in the plan of work 2015 – 2018. This option should be thoroughly discussed by the Board and the proposal for a roadmap should be developed before the BFUG meeting.
In the BFUG assessment 2012 the BFUG requested some actions that were communicated to the Belarusian authorities. The follow up of these requests is only partially reflected in the 2014 report. The partial success, however, underlines how a cooperative approach, which could give the Belarusian authorities more visibility and continuity in the cooperation with the EHEA for a mutual benefit, can lead to success more than a merely negative or positive decision.
If this path is to be followed, it would imply a change in the procedures for accession, by introducing a third option to the Ministerial decision based on conditional accession. If this third option is accepted, benchmarks need to be established for each case.
It is hoped that this intermediate approach can be deemed acceptable by the BFUG. If not, it has to take a positive or negative decision on the basis of the information provided.
�BFUG_IT_VA_42_12c [Application of the Republic of Belarus to the EHEA membership] 


� BFUG_LV_IS_43_3 [BFUG Rome outcome of proceedings]


� The European Cultural Convention came into force with respect to Belarus on October 18, 1993.


� BFUG_DK_AZ_28_11a


� According to the alternative report 2014, people with disabilities are 5.4% of the total population and 6.3% of the adult population (2013)


� Education in the Republic of Belarus. Statistics. National Statistics Committee of the Republic of Belarus. Minsk, 2013, p. 158


� Outcome of proceedings as approved at the BFUG meeting on the 19 and 20 March, 2012. Ref. BFUG_DK_AZ_30_3b 	
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