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1ST JULY TO 31ST DECEMBER 2019 

 

The following report is submitted to the Oireachtas in accordance with section 2(5) of the EU 

(Scrutiny) Act 2002, and provides a summary of developments during the Finnish Presidency of the 

EU in the area of education and training policy. 

 

Information on developments in the areas of education and training can also be found on the website 

of the European Commission at:  

 

http://europa.eu/pol/educ/index_en.htm 

 

 

http://europa.eu/pol/educ/index_en.htm


 

 

Part 1:  Education and Training Developments during the Finnish Presidency.  

 

Role of the EU in education & training: 

Under the Treaties governing the European Union, Member States have full responsibility for the 

organisation of their education and vocational training systems, the content of teaching and their 

cultural and linguistic diversity, while the EU’s role is to encourage and facilitate cooperation and 

support and to supplement the actions of the Member States. In practice, the European Commission 

and Member States work together on a range of education and training policy areas according to 

Member States’ mutual priorities, and with the objective of sharing best practice between national 

experts under the so-called “open method of coordination”.  

 

EU Education Council of Ministers: 

EU Education Ministers generally meet at the Education Council in Brussels three times each year to 

discuss and agree policies for cooperation. In addition, an informal meeting of EU Education 

Ministers is occasionally held during each six-month Presidency. The preparation for the Education 

Council is carried out by the European Union’s Education Committee. This working group is 

attended by the Education and Skills attaché, based in Brussels, as well as staff from International 

Section in the Department. 

 

The Education Committee discusses and negotiates policies for European cooperation in education, 

and is the primary forum where Ireland can influence the drafting of agreed documents to reflect 

national priorities. These policies are then formally agreed and adopted by Ministers for Education at 

the Education Council of Ministers. The Education Committee met 11 times under the Finnish 

Presidency, including two 2-day meetings. There was one Council of Education Ministers held under 

the Presidency: on 8th November 2019 – this was held for the first time as a joint Ministerial Council, 

with Ministers of Finance attending the morning session. 

 

On occasion, issues within the remit of the Minister for Education and Skills are also dealt with in 

other Council formations and preparatory bodies. In the case of the negotiations on the next round of 

the Multi Annual Financial Framework (MFF) for the EU for the period 2021-2027, three MFF files 

fall within the responsibility of the Minister: Erasmus+; European Globalisation Adjustment Fund 

(EGF); and, the European Social Fund (ESF+). Agreement on a partial General Approach on the 

Erasmus+ programme was achieved under the Austrian Presidency in November 2018, while partial 

General Approaches on the other two programmes were agreed during the Romanian Presidency in 



 

 

the first half of 2019. Preparation for trilogue negotiations on each of the programmes was 

progressed by the Finnish Presidency following detailed discussion at the Education Committee, 

Social Questions Working Party and Structural Measures Working Party respectively. 

 

1. EU Education Council of Ministers and Joint Council Meeting with Ministers of 

Finance, 8th November 2019 

 

Ireland was represented by Minister Paschal Donohoe TD and Deputy Permanent Representative, 

Ms. Maeve Collins, at this joint Council meeting.  

 

Based on a presidency discussion paper, Ministers of Finance and Education held a joint public 

debate on: 'A strong economic base for Europe: pursuing effectiveness, efficiency and quality in 

education and training'. This was the first opportunity for those Ministers to exchange views on the 

importance of human capital and investment in education and skills. The Finnish Presidency 

concluded that the discussion emphasized the joint ambition to continue to promote investment in 

people’s skills and education. 

 

Education ministers and Deputy Permanent Representatives held an informal lunch debate on early 

childhood education and care. 

The Council adopted conclusions on the key role of lifelong learning policies in empowering 

societies to address the technological and green transition in support of inclusive and sustainable 

growth. Ministers also adopted a Council resolution on further developing the European Education 

Area. The resolution deals with the role of future-oriented education and training systems in the 

context of the ongoing discussions on the future of Europe as well as in the implementation of the 

New Strategic Agenda 2019-2024 adopted by the European Council in June 2019. 

Ministers also held a public policy debate on the role of artificial intelligence (AI) in education and 

training based on a presidency discussion paper. Ministers emphasised both the benefits and 

challenges of AI in relation to teaching and learning and noted some caution in ensuring adequate 

education for both teachers and students was available to ensure critical understanding and digital 

skills were up to the task of dealing with AI in a responsible way. 



 

 

Under AOB, the Slovenian delegation briefed ministers on its proposal to establish the International 

Research Centre on Artificial Intelligence (IRCAI) under the auspices of UNESCO. The incoming 

Croatian presidency also presented its work programme in the area of education and skills. 

 

2. Meeting of Directors General for Higher Education and Joint Conference of Directors-

General for Higher Education and the European Research Area and Innovation 

(ERAC) Committee – 1st to 2nd October 2019 

 

The aim of the regular meeting of EU Directors General for Higher Education is to provide an 

opportunity to debate current topics on the European education agenda and share best practices. On 

this occasion it was held back-to-back with a meeting of the ERAC Committee to facilitate sharing 

of best practice between experts in the fields of Higher Education and Research.   

 

Discussion at the joint meeting focussed on the best ways to foster cooperation and synergies 

between education and research and innovation and on digitalisation and artificial intelligence. The 

DG HE meeting also considered the competences required for the European Education Area; the 

European Universities concept; as well as ways to foster more socially inclusive Higher Education.  

 

Ireland was represented at the meeting by the International Co-operation Unit of the Department of 

Education and Skills.  

 

3. Meeting of Directors General for Vocational Education and Training (VET) – 14th 

October 2019 

 

The aim of this regular meeting is to give the Directors General for Vocational Education and 

Training (VET) from all Member States an opportunity to debate current topics on the European 

agenda and share best practices in that regard. Ireland was represented by the Further Education and 

Training Unit of the Department of Education and Skills and by SOLAS, the Further Education 

Authority. 

 

During the meeting, attendees discussed the contribution of vocational education and training to the 

implementation of the European Education Area and the new strategic framework for European 

cooperation in education and training. The topic was addressed from the continuous (lifelong) 



 

 

learning perspective, addressing the issue of digital services and financing in support of continuous 

learning as well as the role of vocational education and training in improving working life and 

promoting innovation. 

 

The Meeting of Directors-General for Vocational Education and Training gathered more than 80 

experts from the Member States, representatives of the European Commission, the candidate 

countries for accession to the European Union, the EFTA countries, the European Training 

Foundation (ETF), the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP), as 

well as delegates of representative social partners at European level. 

 

The Further Education and Training Unit also represented Ireland at the EU VET Skills Week 

conference and associated events hosted by the Finnish Presidency during November 2019 in 

Helsinki. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Meeting of Bologna Follow Up Group – 12th November 2019  

The Bologna Follow-up Group (BFUG) is the most important follow-up mechanism in the Bologna 

process1 which monitors and develops structures around the European Higher Education Area 

(EHEA). BFUG meetings are arranged by each Presidency to ensure continued commitment to the 

proposals most recently agreed at Ministerial level. This meeting was jointly chaired by Romania 

and North Macedonia. 

A meeting of the Group took place in Helsinki in November and addressed the implementation of the 

programme period for 2018–2020, outlined a new strategic programme for 2020–2030 and prepared 

a draft ministerial declaration for 2020. 

 

                                                 
1 http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/higher-education/bologna-process_en.htm 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/higher-education/bologna-process_en.htm


 

 

Ireland was represented at the meeting by the Higher Education – Finance, Governance and 

Qualifications Unit of the Department. 

 

5. Meeting of Directors General of Schools – 10th December 2019 

The meeting of the Directors General for Schools brings together Directors General and senior policy 

makers from all Member States and the European Commission. Ireland was represented by the 

Deputy Chief Inspector from the Department of Education and Skills. 

Delegations prepared the contribution of general education to the implementation of the European 

Education Area and the new strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training.  

 

The main themes discussed at the meeting were educational equality, continuous learning, teaching 

methods in support of student wellbeing, and teacher’s professional development. 

 

Part 2: Developments in relation to the European Globalisation Adjustment Fund 

 

The European Globalisation Adjustment Fund (EGF) assists Member States to provide active labour 

market supports to workers made redundant due to globalisation or the global economic and financial 

crisis.  With a maximum annual budget of €150m, it provides 60% of the cost of approved 

programmes.   

 

Currently, there are no EGF programmes in operation in Ireland. The Department of Education and 

Skills continues to monitor collective redundancy notifications to determine whether sustainable 

cases can be made for EGF support, having regard to the relevant EGF regulatory requirements.   

 

During the period July to December 2019, one proposal was submitted by the European Commission 

to the European Parliament and European Council for co-financing from the EGF. The proposal 

(COM(19)442 BE/Carrefour) requested €1.6m and was in respect of over 750 redundancies in the 

Belgian retail sector. The application was rejected by the EPSCO Council on the grounds that link 

between the redundancies and globalisation had not been established. An information note on the 

proposal was submitted to the Clerks of the Dáil and Seanad. 

 



 

 

In September 2019, the Commission published a Brexit contingency proposal for a Regulation 

amending the EGF Regulation (EU) No 1309/2013. The Regulation [2019/1796], which was adopted 

on 24 October 2019, expanded the existing eligibility criteria of the Fund to include job-losses “as a 

result of the withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the Union without a withdrawal agreement” in 

view of the economic disruptions would have been caused by a no-deal Brexit. However, as a 

withdrawal agreement was concluded with the UK in accordance with Article 50(2) of the Treaty on 

European Union, the change in the rules does not apply.  

 

While the EPSCO Council had agreed a partial general approach on the draft EGF Regulation for the 

2021-27 programming round in March 2019, the European Parliament did not finalise its position 

until 22 January 2020. due to the European Parliament elections and a change in the rapporteur and 

in the make-up of the EP Employment Committee. The first trilogue on the EGF Regulation was 

held on 4 February 2020.  The continuation of the EGF as a flexible and special instrument outside 

the budgetary ceilings of the Multiannual Financial Framework is part of the negotiations on the 

MFF generally. Technical trilogues are commencing with the political negotiations awaiting detail on 

the MFF overall funding envelopes. 

 

Part 3: Developments in relation to the European Social Fund 

 

The European Social Fund (ESF) is one of the European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds, 

which also include the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the Cohesion Fund (which 

Ireland no longer qualifies for), the European Agriculture Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) 

and the European Maritime & Fisheries Fund (EMFF). The ESI Funds are designed to ensure that 

EU investment is targeted at Europe's long-term goals of jobs and growth.   

 

Preparations for ESF+: 2021-2027 

In May 2018, the Commission published its proposed European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) and 

Common Provisions Regulations for the period 2021 to 2027, as part of the Multi-annual Financial 

Framework (MFF). Negotiations on the new regulations and the MFF provisions have been ongoing 

since September 2018.  Following a decision by the European Parliament in December 2019 to 

freeze negotiations pending a clear line on the budget available for MFF programmes, only technical 

meetings have taken place under the Croatian Presidency. An extraordinary meeting of the European 

Council will take place on 20 February to discuss, inter alia, the MFF budget and it is hoped that 

there may be a possibility of recommencing political trilogues after that Council meeting. In the 



 

 

meantime, technical discussions continue on the aspects of the regulations most important to 

commence programming. 

 

With programmes expected to be operational by 1 January 2021, preparations at national level for the 

next round have commenced on the basis of the draft regulations with a view to having a draft of the 

Partnership Agreement (strategic document at Member State level for all cohesion funding) and the 

individual Operational Programmes available by end Q3 2020.  In addition, a ‘Needs Analysis’ is 

being conducted to provide the evidence base and the programming process will include a number of 

formal targeted engagement events with relevant partners, as well as a broader public consultation, 

ensuring that programming is informed by a wide range of viewpoints and in line with the 

partnership principle.  

 

Current ESF Operational Programme: 2014-2020 

Implementation of the current ESF Operational Programme (OP), the Programme for Employability, 

Inclusion and Learning (PEIL) 2014-2020, continued.  

 

The second round of projects under the Gender Equality activity was launched on 7 October 2019 

with additional funding of €5.8m to support women’s entrepreneurship and participation in the 

workforce through a range of training and mentoring initiatives. 

 

The re-allocation of €25.7m from Priority 1 to Priority 3 (Adult Literacy Activity) following the 

Commission Implementing Decision (19 July 2019) on the Performance Reserve and the non-

achievement of the milestone by Priority 1 was approved by the PEIL Programme Monitoring 

Committee on 22 October 2019, pending approval by the European Commission. This approval was 

received in January 2020 (Commission Implementing Decision (16 January 2020)).  

 

Payment applications totalling €178.5m in respect of the PEIL, which included €27m in respect of 

Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) activities, were submitted by the ESF Certifying Authority to the 

Commission in November 2019.  This brought the total expenditure declared to the Commission to 

€541m, or 46.7% of the total OP value.  

 

Commission auditors visited Ireland to undertake an Early Preventive System Audits on the ESF OP 

during September and October 2019 to obtain reasonable assurance at an early stage of programmes 



 

 

implementation that the management and control systems are functioning effectively.   The Final 

Report on the Audit is expected in mid-June 2020. 

 

Part 4: The Croatian presidency of the EU’s Council of Ministers: January - June 2020. 

 

The major focus for the Croatian Presidency in the Education Committee of the Council will be on 

progressing and finalising the Erasmus+ Trilogue negotiations. However, Croatia will have to 

progress these trilogues on the complex issues of governance and the negotiation on the DiscoverEU 

programme alongside the other ‘new’ initiatives: European Universities and VET Centres of 

Excellence. It will also have to manage the resistance to progressing political negotiations coming 

from the European Parliament pending more detail becoming available on the overall financial 

envelope for the Multi-annual Financial Framework (MFF). 

  

On other issues, the Croatians will discuss the issue of balanced brain circulation during a Public 

Policy debate to be held at the February Education Council. Croatia will also prepare a Council 

Resolution on the issue of Education and the European Semester. The draft Resolution will reflect 

on the past 9 years of the Semester process and the involvement of education and training policy in 

it. The aim of the draft Resolution will partly be to emphasise the importance of education and 

training in the overall strategic agenda of the incoming Commission. Draft Council Conclusions will 

be prepared for the May Education Council on the issue of European teachers and trainers for the 

future. 

The Croatian Presidency will also aim to progress trilogue negotiations based on the general 

approaches agreed on the EGF and ESF+ programmes.  

 

 

 


