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I am delighted to be with you today to open this conference. Can I especially welcome all our visitors. I hope you enjoy your stay with us.

As many of you know, the conference is taking place between a meeting of the Directors General of Higher Education, meetings of the Bologna follow up group, and the Directors General of Vocational Education and Training. Other related meetings are also taking place. We really have more than a full week of vitally important international policy debate, and development, in Dublin and I trust that you will make it a productive exercise.

I must say that I find the complexity of the various initiatives underway across education and training quite trying at times. In his introductory remarks, Dick Langford mentioned that I am not the most patient person around and he is right. But in a situation where we are playing catch-up on the competition, and I want the Union to be leading the way, then I think I am right to be impatient. After all, the future prosperity of the Union is at stake and nearly 500 million of our citizens are expecting us to deliver. In my view, they are entitled to expect nothing less from us.

 George Bernard Shaw, the great Irish playwright, and a Dubliner, once famously said "the reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore, all progress depends on the unreasonable man”.

 I don’t think we should have any doubt about were we need to place ourselves as Europeans. I know that various initiatives and processes are needed to solve the vexed issues of harmonizing education and training systems across member States. But I do think that, in too many instances, the same issues are being discussed by broadly similar 

 groups of people, and that similar or parallel solutions are being found and advanced.  And what are we trying to achieve? The answer is a real open market for workers and learners.

 The only way that we can achieve this objective is to have much improved arrangements for the transparency of qualifications, and for the recognition of qualifications.  In this, I mean the qualifications themselves and all of the underpinning arrangements in relation to programmes, quality assurance and credit accumulation and transfer.

 I am delighted that the European Commission has been so supportive in the arrangements for this conference.  It has really engaged with us in helping to ensure that the conference will really add value to the development of policy approaches at European level.  The commitment of the Commission in this regard is underpinned by the active input of Nikolaus Van der Pas and I appreciate that input.  I look forward to hearing from Nikolaus about the Commission ' s views about taking forward the Education and Training 2010, and the Lisbon goals.

A very important aspect of the conference has been the advance detailed research undertaken.  I want to thank Cynthia Deane and Elizabeth Watters for the work they have done, and for the open and inclusive methodologies they used. They have summarised the wide range of activities, which have taken place, going back in some cases over forty years, and have identified common themes and questions for this conference.  This research base will assist the conference greatly in considering the issues.

 In looking at the various themes, there are three particular issues that I would highlight in terms of advancing the agenda on the transparency and recognition of qualifications.

 In the first instance, I am delighted to be the chair of Council of Education Ministers when the proposal for a common transparency framework - the Europass - is being considered.  I consider that this is a critically important development and I would commend the many diverse stakeholders who have been involved in its development.  I 

 look forward to the advancement of discussions on this issue, and to the adoption of the Europass proposal by the education Ministers in the near future.

 Credit accumulation, and transfer, is an important national and international policy issue. Two weeks ago I met with the National  Co-ordinators for the European Credit Transfer System and the Diploma Supplement at their gathering in Donegal. I look forward to the further development of this credit system and to the development of 

 parallel and linked arrangements in vocational education and training.   It is vital that credit accumulation arrangements are put in place to open up the way in which learning opportunities are made available for diverse groups of learners.

 The issue of quality is widely accepted as being the cornerstone of education and training and considerable efforts are underway to develop this dimension in both vocational education and training and in higher education. It is timely to consider how the approaches and understandings in each area can be mutually informed and supportive so as to build overall trust and confidence in all elements of education and training. 

 I also note that one of the key issues to be addressed at this conference relates to Frameworks of Qualifications.  I know that this issue is a relatively new one for many people and that there is some degree of unease at the speed at which consideration on these issues is advancing.  Indeed, this was voiced at the European Student Convention held in Dublin last month. I would urge all participants to actively consider the range of issues which have been raised in the research.  I strongly support the need to have an overarching framework of qualifications across all of Europe in place in a way that facilitates real comparison between the diverse systems of qualifications and qualifications frameworks, which are in place in different countries.  I do not believe in a harmonised approach but I do believe that, where there are differences, the differences should be clear and, where there are similarities, they should also be clear.

 I believe that the similarities will outweigh the differences in nearly all cases and that we need a commitment from all countries in Europe. The wide representation of organisations, agencies, government officials and practitioners provides a very useful platform to air our interests, concerns and ideas on ways forward.

 Can I thank the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland for organising this conference with the active support of the Higher Education and Training Awards Council, the Further Education and Training Awards Council and the Higher Education Authority.

 Finally, I know that you have a very long day ahead of you. For the sake of the future prosperity of the Union, it needs to be productive. I encourage you all to actively engage in the tasks that need to be accomplished and I look forward to your conclusions.

Thank You.
