speech minister Marleen Vanderpoorten opening conferentie Amsterdam 12 maart 2002 – Working on the European dimension of quality
Dear guests, ladies and gentlemen,

It’s a great pleasure and honour for me to welcome you all, on behalf of the Dutch and Flemish Governments, to this international conference on the European dimension of quality in higher education. We are very happy indeed that such a large group of experts and delegates have answered our invitation and have come to the beautiful city of Amsterdam to discuss possible avenues of action in the field of international quality assurance and accreditation.

Let me first explain a little bit the history of the Joint Quality Initiative, the project behind this conference. Almost three years have passed now since the Bologna Declaration was signed. Many countries are in the midst of implementing the Declaration into their national higher education systems and legislation. In the Netherlands, a couple of weeks ago two important laws – on the bachelor/master degree structure and on accreditation – have been approved in one chamber of the Parliament and are now under consideration in the Senate. In Flanders the law is on the table of the government the end of this month. We sincerely hope and expect that a joint Dutch-Flemish accreditation agency can start very soon. However, legislation is one thing, shaping a true European space of higher education in practice is still another challenge. It is the richness of the Bologna Process that it is not only a matter of national legislation, but increasingly also about developing shared ideas and concepts, exchanging viewpoints and gradually building convergence.

From the beginning, my Dutch colleague and myself have considered the quality issue as one of the main challenges in the Bologna Process. Implementing a common degree structure of course is important, but even more important is establishing a quality assurance system that can support the legitimacy and credibility of these degrees on the international level, in Europe but also in the global context. In the perspective of two relatively small countries, the international dimension is absolutely fundamental. Not only the Bologna Process as such but also the more general process of globalisation forces us to step out of the relatively safe environment of the national frameworks and to engage without hesitation into a truly international approach of quality assurance and accreditation. National quality assurance systems, developed in the nineties, may be sufficient for matters of national recognition of degrees, but in a context of Bologna and globalisation a purely national approach to quality assurance no longer is the right answer to the challenges of international validity and credibility of degrees. That’s why we have agreed to develop a Dutch-Flemish public accreditation agency, as a kind of nucleus that can be developed further in the years to come.

Of course, many factors hinder the development of international quality assurance. The legitimacy of agencies is defined within the context of national legal and policy frameworks; many universities and higher education institutions look at national governments for funding and therefore feel to be accountable only to national authorities; we often do not have the same definitions of quality nor the same methodological approaches to quality assurance and accreditation, etc. Reflecting an old resistance in education to transfer policies to the transnational level in Europe, many still feel that education as a public responsibility is to be regulated at the national, even the regional and local policy-making levels and not at the transnational level. However, things have changed dramatically and the pace of change still will increase in the coming years. When I look at universities themselves, I see many signs that they increasingly consider themselves to be operating on an international scale, especially in research but increasingly also in teaching and learning activities. The professional world is internationalising also at a very high pace. Bologna of course has accelerated the development of internationalisation. The quality assurance field has not the luxurious position to wait and see. The legitimacy and credibility of degrees and the underlying quality of the work of higher education institutions will be evaluated by the international market and the globalising professions anyway. So, the issue of internationalising quality assurance and accreditation also has to do with upholding an academic approach and a ‘public good’-approach to quality assurance in an internationalising environment.

The Joint Quality Initiative, for which the basis has been laid in the Maastricht seminar of 24-25 September 2001, is meant as a real project of collaboration and development in the field of international quality assurance and accreditation. I’m very happy to see that in the past months several actions have already been set up. Today we will have reports from the various meetings that have taken place in the context of this project and the Bologna Process in general. I sincerely believe that the issue of international quality assurance and accreditation can be promoted and developed best by collaborative in-depth work by experts of all parties involved, and that’s precisely what has been done in the past months. During this conference, in the reports of the meeting and especially in the working groups we will have the opportunity to take this work further.

As one of the inviting ministers, I must stress that my colleague Hermans and myself, we don’t have a fixed agenda, not even a ‘hidden’ one. We see various possible outcomes. We do not hide our ambition that we would welcome it very much when another country would decide to cooperate structurally in the establishment of a joint, transnational accreditation agency, but that’s not the determinating goal of the Joint Quality Initiative nor of the conference. We simply think that it is our responsibility within the Bologna Process to advance cooperation in the field of quality assurance and accreditation. Personally, I think that quality will come to the forefront of the Bologna Process in the period between Prague and Berlin. Whereas the introduction of the bachelor/master degree structure has attracted a lot of attention in the first years of the Bologna Process, quality assurance and accreditation definitely will come to the centre in the next phase. We see our work within the Joint Quality Initiative as a contribution to this and we hope that we can give an inspiring and challenging message to the whole of the Bologna community during the Berlin ministerial conference in September 2003. This means that your work today and tomorrow is very important. If we can make significant progress in the field of international quality assurance and accreditation, this will result in an important message to the rest of Europe.

Ladies and gentlemen, you see that we put a great deal of trust and expectation on you. The quality of the programme and, especially, the quality of our guests guarantees us the best possible outcomes. I’m very curious about the results of these two days and I wish you all a very inspiring, creative and challenging conference. I thank you for your attention.

