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STUDY ON LEGISLATION WITH PROPOSAL FOR POLICY CHANGES AND RELATED
RECOMMENDATIONS

INTRODUCTION

In the period 2023-2025, the Forum for Reasonable Policies (FRP) together with the
Institute of Social Sciences and Humanities — Skopje (ISSHS), and the Balkan Institute for
Regional Cooperation (BIRC) are implementing the project “Advocacy for Inclusive Growth.”
The project is financially supported by the Government of Switzerland through Civica Mobilitas
Program. The main goal of the project is to improve the quality of higher education, as well to
integrate it more deeply into economic flows in the country and abroad. This integration
implies the incorporation of science and research into the real sector. This will make them an
indispensable part of building public policies in the country, in which young successful students

will find a good and secure academic and economic refuge, and thus reduce the brain drain.

The Forum for Reasonable Policies, together with the Institute of Humanities and Social
Sciences, submitted a proposal - initiative for the annual Work Program of the Government of
the Republic of North Macedonia for 2024 in August 2023 entitled: Proposal for Amendments

and Additions to the Law on Higher Education.?

The aim of the initiative with the proposed amendments is to bring the Law on Higher

Education into line with the Bologna Process and the European Research Area, more precisely

IDepartment for Cooperation with Non-Governmental Organizations in the General Secretariat "Proposal for
Amendments and Supplements to the Law on Higher Education”, initiative submitted by FRP and ISSHS,
[OpaeneHne 3a copaboTKa CoO HEBNAANHM OpraHM3aummn Bo FeHepanHWOT cekpeTapujaT ,,lpeanor 3a UsSmeHu u
[0NoJIHYBakba Ha 3aKOHOT 3a BUCOKO obpa3oBaHune”, nHnumujatuea nogHeceHa og ®PM u MOXH-C] available at
https://www.nvosorabotka.gov.mk/sites/default/files/Obrazec%20na%20inicijativa%20za%20GPRV%202024%20za%20G0%20
FRP%20%281%29.pdf



https://www.nvosorabotka.gov.mk/sites/default/files/Obrazec%20na%20inicijativa%20za%20GPRV%202024%20za%20GO%20FRP%20%281%29.pdf
https://www.nvosorabotka.gov.mk/sites/default/files/Obrazec%20na%20inicijativa%20za%20GPRV%202024%20za%20GO%20FRP%20%281%29.pdf

aligning with ENIC/NARIC and Erasmus/EHEA guidelines about recognition and equivalence of
foreign higher education qualifications. Since the proposal-initiative was submitted, no feedback
has been received regarding its status, its consideration, or any possible further consultations.
Therefore, the need for more active advocacy has inevitably emerged. The project “Advocacy for

Inclusive Growth” is the answer to this need.

This policy study examines current legislation and offers suggestions for policy
adjustments, accompanied by relevant recommendations for higher education. The focus is on
emphasizing the critical importance of the Bologna Process and advocating for its full
implementation. The aim is to raise awareness among both professionals and the general public
about the importance of mobility, a central element of the Bologna Process. Emphasizing mobility
is crucial for the smooth integration of higher education and scientific research with the
economic sector. This approach aligns with the European Union’s “twin transition” strategy,

which emphasizes digital and green progress.

1. Background to our analysis: The dual direction of education and
curriculum reform as a prerequisite for intersectoral policy

reform and vice versa

At the beginning of the project “Advocacy for Inclusive Growth”, a dozen of closed
consultative meetings was held with prominent representatives from competent institutions in
higher education. These meetings were closed because previous practice shows that
constructiveness is greater when the general public is not involved, which allows for the free
expression of views that may differ from party views. The knowledge and experience of the
interviewees were used in the project activities, especially in the preparation of this study, but
also in the creation of a Forum that will offer reforms in higher education, for which the project

consortium will advocate in the future.

According to the respondents, who are familiar with Erasmus mobility, there is a tendency

for mobility to be practiced more towards and within the Western Balkan countries. This



represents a closure towards the countries of the region, instead of properly utilizing the
opportunity that North Macedonia is one of the five countries that are not EU members, but
which have the status of full Erasmus members, and thus can properly use the intra-European
bilateral Erasmus scheme. According to the interlocutors, the effort in this regard was lacking
on the Macedonian side, not on the EU side. The data that inertia is the main culprit also stems
from our recent research, which refers to data obtained from a study prepared by the National
Agency for Mobility of North Macedonia in 2021. An exception to this rule is the State
University “St. Cyril and Methodius” (UKIM), in terms of existing mobility agreements, but in
practice, according to the 2021 Report of the National Agency, again more of the mobility is

used from and to the east of the EHEA (European Higher Education Area).?

According to the findings obtained from the analysis of documents, previous research, as

well as consultative interviews with experts, we can draw the following conclusions:

(1) Internationalization of internationalization of curricula and of the educational
practice itself is key to the increasing of the quality of education for decision makers;
let us note again, North Macedonia should be able to profit from its status of being a
full member of Erasmus — its policies lead it to seclusion and improper use of it. The
negative tendencies are due to twisting the Bologna principles due to the old habits
of the system or the embedded authoritarian culture of education in the field of
politics and public affairs, government and public policy management. The persistent
isolationist or anti-mobility-oriented policies, written into our legislation, lead,
among other things, to a massive brain drain.3

(2) Interdisciplinarity, general knowledge, philosophy and humanities but also skills of
governance studied through mastering policy research and management and other
capacities of analysis — bringing forth a) the bigger picture but also b) how it good

governance is done and planned in practice - are actually absent from curricula

2 Interview with an expert from National Agency of North Macedonia in March 2024.
3 Katerina Kolozova, “De-Capturing Academia, Combatting Brain-Drain” (Skopje, 2022), available at:
https://www.isshs.edu.mk/de-capturing-academia-combatting-brain-drain/, accessed on 5 May, 2024.



https://www.isshs.edu.mk/de-capturing-academia-combatting-brain-drain/

across higher education institutions (HEIs) in the country. (In-house field research by
ISSHS, confirming this, published in early 2023)4 ;
(3) Curricula and the educational practices for the decision makers are not to be

reducible to law.

We have engaged into this sort of analysis in order to provide an explanation for the
underlying political culture that informs the policy setup of the public sector, and thus offer an
explanation for the systematic neglect or chronic absence of ability to plan inter-sectorally. In
other words, we cannot speak of education only, or higher education and science to be more
specific, without embedding the conversation in the background of Cluster 3: one must plan
reforms in higher education that will serve the economic development understood as part of
the planetary competition in innovation, primarily technological but also encompassing all

socioeconomic areas including culture (think of creative industries in the digital era).

Since 2015, the joint OECD-EU initiative SIGMA has been monitoring public
administration in EU candidate countries.® In the last report of 2021 (released in 2022),
covering the Western Balkans and its administrative capacities, in light of the new reform
methodology which is essentially intersectoral on multiple levels, including the Cluster 1
(Fundamentals) as intersecting all others (and coming down to democratic institutions not only
as value but as effect and a way of functioning), demonstrates the disappointingly low level of
ability of the public sector in North Macedonia to think in terms of policy analysis and
planning.® Instead it is hyperactively producing legislation and aligning with the European
Acquis. Legislation often lacks detailed implementation planning, which reduces its
effectiveness. This issue is not just a matter of “will of the individuals to implement the law”

that marks our public administration as weak and ineffective. Instead, a deeper look at the very

4 “Education for Europe: Innovation in Curricula for Next Generation of Policy Creators in Western Balkan
(EfE)”, 2022. In-house research.

5 Official website of ,SIGMA- Support for Improvement in Governance and Management “, available at:
https://www.sigmaweb.org/, accessed on 20 September 2024.

6 OECD/SIGMA, “The Principles of Public Administration”, Monitoring Report for North Macedonia (November
2021), available at: https://www.sigmaweb.org/publications/Monitoring-Report-2021-Republic-of-North-
Macedonia.pdf, accessed on 5 May 2024.
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structure of the laws is needed. The mantra “the laws are good, but the implementation is bad”
should be reconsidered, because in many cases, the laws do not plan implementation and the
conditions for implementation which should be inscribed in the laws in more general terms,
and then in bylaws and guidelines in more specific terms. This is not only a matter of individual
integrity but also of creating appropriate capacities and policy frameworks that will enable
effective implementation of laws. A good policy setup with function properly even if mostly
automated. This is what North Macedonia is lacking. And this applies to the sector/s that are

object of our analysis here: higher education, science, and economic growth.

Last SIGMA 2022 Report shows that our public administration is devoid of any notion of
governance as a question of management, development planning, applicability and
implementation as the purpose of legislation rather than the other way around. It thinks only in
the rigid terms of legislation with disregard to implementability, or simply the practice of good
governance. This is certainly true when it comes to the implementation of the Bologna process,
the higher education legislation and policies, it links to the economy but also to other sectors
that should express its adherence to a key fundamental value — mobility. For the latter, we
need intersectoral planning with immigration, the ministries of interior and foreign affairs to
enable effective mobility: Erasmus (and not only Erasmus) incoming students, especially from
the OECD countries in order to improve the classroom environment, but also vice versa. For an
example, in the case of ISSHS's students spending semesters in the partner Erasmus
institutions, we need to ensure that their credits earned abroad would be fully recognized by
the HEI's but also by the ENIC/NARIC center. Furthermore, our returning graduates must not be
subjected to a torturous procedure of qualification and diploma recognition on a central
(governmental) level, discouraging them from returning to the country. This contributes vastly

to the brain-drain effect which is most evidently a cross-sectoral issue.

According to the previously mentioned in-house research of ISSHS” as well as going back

to the question as to why we are analyzing curricula in administration, we need to understand

7 “Education for Europe: Innovation in Curricula for Next Generation of Policy Creators in Western Balkan
(EfE)”, 2022. In-house research.



what is taught as good governance at our universities. In the context of increased efforts for
internationalization and mobility in higher education, it is evident that curriculum reforms are
essential. The predominance of administrative law in the area of study at issue, the reduction
of governance and of policy planning and management to law, and the dominance of
technocratic approaches have limited the possibility of real reforms and the advancement of
democratic governance. Internationalization and mobility, through student and academic staff
exchanges, can provide fresh perspectives and approaches that would mitigate this

authoritarian culture.

According to data from the internal research, our public administration, based on
authoritarian principles, is also reflected in the education system through curricula.
International cooperation and mobility, however, offer an opportunity to break this tradition
through the exchange of knowledge and experiences that foster democratic development and
inclusion. Mobility and internationalization can help overcome the lack of democratic values in
the education system by introducing new disciplines, especially in interdisciplinary studies,
which separate policy studies from legal reductionism. This will enable a different perspective

on good governance and policymaking, thus fostering a more open and democratic culture.

Obviously, the predominance of administrative law in the area of study at issue, the
reduction of governance and of policy planning and management to law, explains the
aforementioned SIGMA 2021 results. It also explains the authoritarian nature of our public
sector: the abstract law is devoid from practice and hardly concerned with its effects on ordinary

citizens. Our political culture is obviously authoritarian, and it is so across the political spectrum.

The conclusion of this recent study is that the reason for this is precisely the authoritarian
understanding of good governance we have inherited in our contemporary curricula by
“importing” from the old, Yugoslav system the basic precepts of studies of administration or
governance or of public affairs (or what would be policy studies nowadays) only cosmetically
retouched and repackaged in EU technocratic rhetoric while leaving the substance untouched.
That is the only explanation how come after the fall of the authoritarian government in 2016, led

for more than a decade by a Viktor Orban styled “illiberal democrat” Nikola Gruevski, North



Macedonia’s score by Freedom House has not improved substantially: to this day, the country is
“partly free” (essentially a hybrid regime) as it has been since its independence, unchanged to

this day.?

It is for the reasons that the education is so embedded in the political culture and hence
reflected in the presumably “value-free” system of public administration that even the reformers
and democrats fail to identify the authoritarian values and approach in the rules and procedures
of a sector, or all sectors for that matter. Even reformers and democrats fail to recognize
authoritarian values and approaches in the rules and procedures of one sector, or even all
sectors. That is why we need change in curricula, reform of the educational sector by pushing for
a greater presence of interdisciplinary studies at the expense of administrative law. In order to
do so, one will be faced with the difficult task of explaining to the expert public that not only
administration and law are not reducible to one another but that they are more often than not
marked by a mutual tension, at least according to the Western academic literature on the

matter.?

With the previously mentioned research, policy solutions were analyzed and advocacy
was worked on in order to change the sector, that is, to improve intersectoral unity. It is our task
to also look for the root cause of our endemic lack of capacity for policy vision, our legalism
detached from practice and our inability to create democratic institutions. When we say “we”,

we mean the Macedonian society and its institutions.

The root cause is an authoritarian political culture that has produced a “caste” of public
administration in service of political parties — after the model of the time when there was only
one party — and it is perceived as the proper way, we argue that the case is such because that is
the content of what is taught as part of the subject administrative law. What is more — the very

reduction of administration and governance to law, is a sufficient indicator of the authoritarian

8 Katerina Kolozova and Niccolo Milanese (eds.) lllberal Democracies in Europe: An Authoritarian Challenge to the
Crisis of Liberalism (Washington DC: George Washington University, 2022).

9 D.C. Dragos and P.M. Langbroek, "Law and Public Administration: A Love—Hate Relationship?" in E.Ongaro and S.
Van Thiel (eds) The Palgrave Handbook of Public Administration and Management in Europe (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2018), available at https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-55269-3_54, accessed on 13 April 2024.



understanding of governance and a jurisprudence that keeps perceiving the Citizen as a potential

abuser rather than the other way around.

With the above-mentioned findings, we seek to present the background of the problem
by pointing out the dual direction of education and good and democratic governance: in order to
create democratic institutions as per Cluster 1 of the EU methodology of accession and the
reforms it requires, we have to engage in proposing revisions of curricula and even replacement
of existing curricula with new ones offering education in policy studies, public policy affairs,
studies of administration that are not reducible or subsumable under law including
administrative law. Such positing of the question of policy planning will enable us to engage in a
more thoroughgoing discussion of the policies concerning Cluster 3 (Competitiveness and
Inclusive Growth) with a close focus of the triangular heart of it consisting of the intersecting

areas of education, science and economic development.

In the context of reforms related to higher education - the integration of practical
experiences, international cooperation and knowledge exchange should play a key role. The
mobility of students and academic staff will contribute to the gradual overcoming of the
authoritarian culture in the education system and will create the basis for new forms of

leadership and good governance.

2. The most important aspect: How and whether the Bologna Process
is being implemented in North Macedonia at all?

2.1. North Macedonia and Its Place in the Bologna Process in the Year 2024, the
principles of the Bologna Process, and why it is important for the wider pubilic,

especially civil society to understand them

The Bologna process begins with the famous Lisbon Convention (1997), whose general idea
is to promote greater mobility in the education sector, or to facilitate greater academic mobility
and openness between the countries that, based on the convention, constituted the European
Higher Education Area (EHEA) as we will refer to it here. Numerous innovations and updates to

that convention, primarily in the form of communiques at ministerial meetings and tasks for



“BFUG” (Bologna Follow-up Groups, which are divided in three subtopics, among which

recognition of qualifications.)

Although in the past decades, especially through the “Erasmus+ Program” instrument the
implementation of Bologna Process entailed several aspects such as restructuring from a 4+1 to
a 3+2 study format, defining credits according to the ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) etc.
However, its core principles revolve around mobility, fluidity, easy compatibility and the nearly
automatic procedure of recognition of qualifications and credits among member countries of the
Process. Of course, the so-called “automatic recognition” goal has been a decades-long process,
and the automation in the full sense as we see it today also depends on technological
advancements. The latest communique of the Council of Ministers (Rome, 2020) mandates the
implementation of “block chain” digital technology and full automation of the recognition

process by 2025.

Why is mobility and openness in the recognition of qualifications (diplomas) important in
the higher education area of Europe? Firstly, they are essential for the economic growth of the
Union, and the continent as a whole, as an increasingly united economic area relies on it. In other
words, Cluster 3 of the new methodology of reforms for EU accession needs merely represents
the culmination of an idea, embedded in the fundamental document of the Bologna Process. This
also demonstrates the EU’s new concept, which emphasizes technological development, a
knowledge-based economy, and Europe’s “geopolitical sedge” of Europe (as stated by Ursula von
der Leyen) 19 *highlighting the significance of Europe’s scientific advantage, and consequently,
the importance of the higher education sector and science. North Macedonia, appears to be
neglecting higher education in favor of VET (vocational education and training). Also, it seems
like there is no awareness that current EU policies expect all EHEA countries so-called “upskilling”
of secondary education with “VET teaching tools” provided by higher education and scientific

institutions (in the case of Western countries, these are mainly “research universities”).

10 5peech: State of the Union Address by President von der Leyen (Brussels: 13 September, 2023), available at
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech 23 4426, accessed on 15 February 2024.

11 press Release: EU competitiveness beyond 2030: looking ahead at the occasion of the 30th anniversary of the
Single Market] (Brussels: 16 march, 2023), available at:
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23 1668, accessed on: 15 February 2024.
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Due to joining the European unified digital market (which is the main economic scene, and
represents and includes in itself the scene of manual production and industries), the Bologna
process should be consistently applied, and higher education, especially that which concentrates

on research as part of the teaching process, must be at the center of the state’s reform efforts.

Cluster 3 means economic development, closely linked to education, science, culture,
digitalization, media and communication — this Cluster guarantees the country’s prosperity.
Therefore, the Bologna process is not a narrow specialist issue but a topic relevant to the wider
public. Therefore, instead of the facade and simulation not implementation, we will focus on two
key topics: how much the recognition policies inscribed in the laws and by-laws enable mobility,
and how much the education sector builds its policies intersectorally, i.e. in communication with
the economy, finances as well as ecology and communications. The last two are mentioned
because the new methodology and the new concept of economic growth through scientific
innovation implies that all these processes should be digitalized and focused on fight against

climate changes, whereby digitalization is considered one of the key tools of green policies.

2.2. The intersectoral dimension in public administration in the relevant
sectors, especially education, science and economy: opening the issue of
capacities for policy analysis and planning, and thus that application of

Cluster 3

Intersectoral linking of education/science/economy as required by the Cluster 3 itself — this
is linked with Europe’s geopolitical goal of global competitiveness in economy, based on
innovation. Here we insist to consider the ERA 2030 to be taken into account, to make it clear
that vocational education is no longer reduced to bare manual work, but to an innovation-driven
economy, which requires the transformation and internationalization of higher education (with
a strong promotion of higher professional schools and development of research centers that are
competitive.) It is very important to remember that today the innovation without re-thinking the
social processes, without terms of digital democracy, and therefore interdisciplinarity, and a deep
one, between social-humanistic sciences and STEM sciences is urgently needed. Urgent

recognition of the link between education and economic development is crucial. We require



interlocked reforms across sectors, encompassing changes in higher education, science, laws
relevant for economic development, entrepreneurship, and digitalization - a map for policy
reforms must be delineated, subsequently integrated into legislation, establishing logical

mechanisms to connect them effectively.

Further, the alleged “realism” that some policy makers - the institutions but also experts and
civil society organizations that participate in the processes - apply to vocational education is
reduced to training for manual work, in an era when even the most physical work is no longer
just physical. Also, the Ministry on Education and Science and the Government focus and fixate
on understanding the vocational education they promote, understood for the needs of the 20t
century: not even the “ordinary masters” cannot work without mastery of technologies, while on
the other hand, VET education should be upgraded on a level, where elements from the higher
education can and should be embedded into it. Those are the so-called micro-certificates,
incorporated mobility etc. which are proposed by the Communiqué from Rome from the

ministerial meeting, dedicated to the progress of the Bologna process.

We should have in mind that the European Union wants us to catch up with a new type of
geopolitically motivated vision of the economy, one based on technological competition. Beside
the need of manual workers (with upgraded skills), according to numerous relevant studies (for
example, by the World Bank), new “factory workers” in the most massive sense, in today’s
European context are/will be “the program developers” (in a sense of coders, not program
innovators.) 12 The Macedonian market recognizes this, so the IT sector grows on its own, and
people are acquiring knowledge at “academies” (one-year courses) like Brainster (which has since
grown into a HE institution), without the Ministry of Education and Science and the Government
having a vision and insight for this process and how to connect it with policy planning for Cluster
3 and higher education and science in particular; for this we can have higher professional schools,
that provide greater readiness and enable an innovative edge in this part of the work force. On a

“Chatam House” type of a meeting, in June 2023, organized by the Berggruen Institute-Europe in

12 World Bank, “The World Development Report 2019: The Changing Nature of Work studies”, Washington DC:
World Bank, 2019, available at: https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2019, accessed on 29 August
2024.
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Venice, we talked with one of the Ursula von der Leyen’s advisors on this subject, and we learned
that this is not only a theory but also a practice and a subject of concrete policy planning
according to which manufacturing - that is the new “manual worker” - of chips as well as mass
coding (computer programming) is the new “cheap labor.” During the same discussion, it was
noted that production is shifting from the Global South/Asia back to Europe, including the new
member states and candidate countries. At the same occasion it was told that this production is

moving.

In other words, even vocational education below the level of vocational school needs
redefinition. It is essential to establish a connection between higher education and science,
aligning them with a vision of economic growth driven by innovation. Once again, a policy vision

with cross-sector analysis is needed here —the law, cross-sectorally, would only follow that vision.

2.3. Higher Education as a Driver of the Processes Related to Cluster 3

The higher education in the country is constantly neglected and its key role is not recognized
in terms of issues of economic development and the overall Cluster 3 of reforms, where advanced
education, innovation and economy are linked in a natural whole. Even the VET education must
make connection with higher education and by means of modules that link secondary and higher
education even the “less qualified” workforce should be prepared for the so-called a unified
European digital market. We believe that the law, the regulations, the policies in the country do
not recognize this moment in the European redefinition of innovation and the economy as a

I"

“geopolitical” weapon, nor do they recognize and read, understand the fact that such a
“realignment” is also expected from the Western Balkans - if it wants not to remain economically
isolated. Our goal is to include in this process the representatives of the institutions who are
experienced, with a progressive view and with whom we share values - with which we will create
a Forum of Cooperation, where the monitored (institutions) are also monitors of the changes,

but also vice versa - where CSOs and the academic scene are testing their visions for policy

changes.



Cluster 3 is entitled “Competitiveness and Inclusive Growth” and is composed of these areas
(and chapters that are legislation, and policies are not designed according to chapters, in
isolation, but intersectoral): education, culture, innovations and science, economy, information
society and media, monetary policies (and even customs policies) because they are undermined
by one key value — mobility and flexibility, as an aspect of mobility, and the basis of growth. The
question is why is this all a whole, and we have answered this question in some way above. We
can contribute to reforms that will make our higher education and its internationally competitive
innovation capacities more open to Europe and the world, more mobile both physically and
digitally. This simultaneously means creating conditions for a freer and more open economy,
especially an enabling climate for small and medium-sized enterprises and attracting both
physical and digital entrepreneurial initiatives from the West (in Europe primarily) here. The
advanced innovation is now the driving force of any development, and it is based on complete
interdisciplinarity according to the New European Research Area (or New ERA), so that one

(higher education and science) and the other (economic growth) form a whole.

2.4. Monitoring of Institutions as Their Self-monitoring: Cooperation to Raise the
Capacity of Institutions to Create Policy Vision (instead of constantly changing

laws)

Institutions should be familiar with the intersectoral dimension of the new methodology
and received their pathways already last year. The challenge is to enable the public
administration to think intersectorally and in terms of building policies and not just writing and
revising laws, not just using laws as the only basis for creating a policy of good governance
(instead of creating decrees, guidelines, etc.). The SIGMA report for North Macedonia from 2022
confirms this — our public administration has the lowest capacity in the Western Balkans to think
in terms of policies (while the adaptation to the Acquis is solid), and this is a kind of management
(or even management) ability. Here is the biggest challenge. In this project, we create forum of
advanced policy creators from among the high-ranking public administration, like-minded people
from the media and economic spheres, and we believe that with this we will achieve the raising

of public awareness, and we will help the public administration to plan intersectorally - we



monitoring we understand it as a process of cooperation with the institutions and not a

sensationalist attack.

2.5. Where is Republic of North Macedonia with the Implementation of the

Bologna Process

We believe that the situation inherited from 2014 has not been significantly changed by
the 2018 Law on Higher Education, which only further controls parts that fall under academic
autonomy or directly threatens the value — mobility. Also, ministerial oversight, regular re-
accreditation of each program, and re-licensing by program is a degree of “centralization” of the
sector (or ministerial control) that is in direct contradiction to the 2018 Paris Communiqué?®® as

well as the Bologna Implementation Report from 2018. 14

We have a law in force that contradicts the EGS (European Guidelines and Standards),
which are a tool of Bologna together with the Erasmus handbook for the recognition of credits
and qualifications, and it not only contradicts but violates all the acts of the Bologna process to
whom we have an obligation as a state. The 2018 implementation report shows that only North
Macedonia and Albania have such a degree of centralization of the recognition of qualifications
that, together with some post-Soviet republics, they are under the umbrella of ministries/central
government. The 2020 report does not have any data for North Macedonia: nobody reported
anything, the country data templates were entered and left empty, nobody filled them in. It is
obvious that the current minister (as of May 2024) instead of leading this sector (on top of all the
“brain drain”, is introducing policies that contradict Bologna and only further reduce the number
of students in our universities). And the entire Government fails because in their Strategy for
Education 2021-2025 they neither coincide with the Erasmus period 2021-2027, nor do they

mention Erasmus. The European Educational Area - the sector where Bologna is implemented -

13 “Paris Communique” Mapucko KomunHuke.” Communiqué of the Conference of European Ministers Responsible

for Higher Education, Paris, 24-25 May, 2018, available at:

https://ehea.info/Upload/document/ministerial declarations/EHEAParis2018 Communique final 952771.pdf.,
accessed on: 29 August 2024.

1 European Commission, “The European Higher Education Area in 2018: Bologna Process Implementation
Report“Eurydice, available at: https://ehea.info/Upload/BP2018.pdf, accessed on: 14 August 2024.
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has the Erasmus+ programs as its main tool, simply Bologna without Erasmus - there is none, and
our government has decided that it is not important, at least that is how it seems (probably it is
a matter of ignorance and that they do not even recognize it as a tool for implementation but as

a grant scheme).

2.6. How to Reach the General Public and How to Make This Initiative

Understandable to the Common People?

The action sets itself the task of mobilizing parts of the informed public, in order to
constantly expand the discussion by reaching out to the Forum that we are establishing, we will
gradually build a network of like-minded people and even inaugurate an informal
alliance/network of policy makers, media allies, student organizations, business community and
civil and academic sector. It will aim to exert a constant influence on public discourse as well as
direct advocacy, regardless of party affiliation — any ally at the level of a shared policy-making
vision is welcome. In this way, we also contribute to the reduction of social polarization caused
by inter-party tensions. And the public needs to get to know what an intersectional policy is,
and support our advocacy for it in the Inclusive Growth Cluster (or Cluster 3). Namely, every
ordinary person feels the inefficiency of the system when there is no cooperation and joint
planning between the sectors. That is why we need to realize that this is something ordinary,
common sense, and that there is nothing “academic” about advocating cross-sectoral policy
planning. We can do that more clearly by explaining to the public and asking them to join us in

advocating the policies already explained above.

Currently the unemployment in North Macedonia is 12.5%.%° The job market, even at its
most physical, nowadays requires skills that are not just manual — the idea that we are going to
train painters instead of coders is wrong. This mistake is even naturally corrected by itself: a large
number of young people have decided to enroll in informal programming schools that bring them
a great job at a distance, abroad (from here, but still online employees somewhere out there).

There is capacity and need for higher education because the brain drain - students abroad - is

15 State Statistical Office of North Macedonia, News Release: “Active Population in the Republic of North
Macedonia, second quarter of 2024 “(06.09.2024), available at:
https://www.stat.gov.mk/pdf/2024/2.1.24.35 mk.pdf, accessed on 26 September 2024.
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increasing like never before.'® Making access to our universities more difficult will only accelerate
the exodus to the universities of the European Higher Education Area, primarily in Slovenia, and
nobody will be forced to become a manual worker (if that is the vision of the Ministry of

Education and Science with their so-called academic - admission - exam).

In an era of research-oriented universities in Europe, with which our closest neighbors are
catching up, we are sinking in all the ranking lists, and “innovation” is not even remotely
something that can compete in the world (primarily European) market. The Fund for Innovation
and Technology Development (FITD), after all, was open-ended, funding everything but
innovation that could compete in the international market. The Ministry of Education and Science
and its funds for science, which should grow significantly, should be available to all institutes and
research organizations, regardless of whether they are state or private - as long as their work
serves the public good and their contribution is judged to be useful for society, institutional
funding for these facilities must exist. For example, the Vienna Economic Institute or the Institute
for Humanistic Research - Vienna are private non-profit institutions, but their funds are mostly
provided by the Austrian state because they are assessed to contribute significantly to science
and the quality vision of policies of institutions and companies, as well as to the civil society in

Austrian society. This is just one example, from one country.

We would like to emphasize that according to the “New ERA” (New European Research
Area), this rule applies to all member countries of the European Research Area, of which North
Macedonia is also a part. Such financing should also be made possible for joint entrepreneurial
initiatives of HEIs (higher education institutions), institutes, research organizations, the Academy
of Sciences and Arts, and startups and other innovative entrepreneurial companies. Instead of
interpreting newspaper printing with Gutenberg-era machines as an innovation, both MES and

FITD should become financial support for innovative business that contributes to the tightening

16 “S|ovenia takes our students - 20 years ago only 48, and last year 1516 students from Macedonia” [,CnoseHuja
HU ' 3ema cTygeHTuTe-npena 20 roanHn camo 48, a naHum 1516 ctyaeHTr o Makeaonuja“] Fakulteti (9 October

2023), available at: https://www.fakulteti.mk/news/09102023/slovenija-ni-gi-zema-studentite---pred-20-godini-
samo-48-a-lani-1-516-studenti-od-makedonija , accessed on 20 September 2024.
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of the so-called competitive market edge of Europe, as the President of the European Union calls

it.

2.7. Conclusions with embedded recommendations

- The institutions in North Macedonia do not apply the intersectoral approach, and
therefore that higher education is not planned in terms of Cluster 3 (Competitiveness and
inclusive growth) by establishing inherent links between the economy (as an innovation,
from agricultural to information- technological) and science, which is a prerequisite for
such competitiveness;

- Institutions fail to recognize the connection between vocational education and higher
education, especially in the context of the Western Balkans aligning with the European
agenda of techno-economic development, often referred to as a “geopolitical edge” (as
stated by Ursula von der Leyen);

- Itis necessary for the institutions to understand that the connection with the economy is
for the needs of creating competitive products, and not producing a physical workforce
for the analogue era (even the most basic manual work in Europe demands upskilling,
which is obtained through micro- certificates linking higher and secondary education, and
as a matter of fact the coders are the new “factory workers);

- In the Republic of North Macedonia there are numerous “remote workers”, whose work
is online and they are employed by foreign companies. In light of this, the state should
consider connecting the growing technological industry with higher education. This
connection can serve as a platform for a competitive start up industry;

- Mobility lies at the core of ECTS, the European Higher Education Area, and the Bologna
Process, which are supra-national frameworks binding the country to consistent
implementation. Mobility is not only a central value of Cluster 1 (promoting institutional
democratization), but also forms the essence of Cluster 3. Our analysis reveals that the
2018 Law on Higher Education, mandating the re-accreditation of each program ex nihilo
every five years, contradicts the normative test period observed in most EHEA areas, 1)

Prevents long-term and strategic planning and inherently prevents mobility (such as joint



accreditations), and centralizes (puts decisions under the direct authority of the Minister)
in the area of qualification recognition; 2) Restricts higher education institutions and
violates every Bologna Act signed by the state, preventing institutions from
independently recognizing qualifications, a practice commonplace across Europe (except
our country and a few Kafkaesque republics, according to the 2018 Bologna Process
Implementation Report); 3) Legally obligates the state to facilitate higher education
institutions in qualification recognition for further education purposes, progressively
automating this process as mandated by the 2020 Report on the Implementation of the
Bologna Process and the Ministerial Communiqué from Rome; 4) Warrants halting and
reconsidering the initiative for the automatic recognition of qualifications in the Western
Balkans (WB), for two reasons: automatic recognition is a requirement for the entire EHEA
and extending it to the WB implies unnecessary favoritism, particularly given the region’s
prevalence of corruption in illegal diploma issuance and falsification. According to this
reasoning, the WB should be the last, not the first, region in Europe to automate
recognition; 5) Underscores the need for digitized/digitally verifiable recognition as much
as possible to avoid corrupt practices and widespread forgeries for which we are already
collecting field evidence (this need is evidenced by an ongoing empirical research process,
intended for comprehensive policy analysis aimed at potential amendments to the

existing Law on Higher Education).

3. Challenges and the Need for Amendments to the Law on Higher

Education

Not unlike the Law on Higher Education that preceded the present one adopted in 2018,
presumed to have resolved the main concerns of the academic protest movement spanning from
2014 till 2016 that dealt with the academic autonomy, our legislation in force proclaims
declarative, dead letter on paper “autonomy” while postulating policies and rules of procedure

that effectively undermine the principle, obstruct its implementation.

In our previous studies dedicated to the model of state capture in “illiberal democracies” or

hybrid regimes, as well as to possible methodologies of “de-capturing” the public sector from



partocratic and plutocratic grip from within,’” we have demonstrated that the “devil is in the
detail.”*® In the era officially diagnosed as “state capture” in the 2016 EU progress report on
Macedonia preceded by the famous Priebe reports of 2015 (and followed up by the 2017 Priebe
report)!® which demonstrated the partocratic grip of the institutions, one was able to govern
seemingly in line with the EU Acquis and standards, while substantially undermining them. This
example can also be explained by the laws relating to the media, which were passed about ten
years ago. The process looked like this: the Government would propose a law to the Parliament,
after successful consultation with the journalist associations and unions, that is generally in line
with the EU Directive, but nonetheless allows for “government sponsored advertising of ideas
and values” next to the product placement stipulation. This little detail became one of the central
findings of said report and subject to a requirement for radical revision ensuing from the Przino
agreement — this little line of an article enabled a nonstop party propaganda, and government

legal(ized) corruption of the media and purchased control over them.?°

Similarly, the present Law on Higher Education declares its commitment to the preservation
of the academic freedom while undercutting it by robbing the HEI's of the right to recognize (or
not) foreign qualifications, even credits (despite the declared right and obligation too; it seems
that in practice one can only recognize the local and Erasmus exchange ECTS credits). The law
enables centralizing the qualification recognition process in the hands of the Minister of
education contradiction with the Torino Ministerial Resolution?! against any remnant of such
centralization, “allowing” for joint degrees in line with the Bologna Process and EHEA/Erasmus

while effectively disabling any such possibility in the form there simply not being a form and a

7 Institute of Social Sciences and Humanities- Skopje, “De-capturing the Administrative Mind: Polarization of the
Relations between the Citizens and the State,” [available only in Macedonian], (2021) accessed on May 28, 2024.
18 Katerina Kolozova “De-capturing the Public Sector and the Administrative Apparatus: The Unfinished Business of
Implementing EU’s Urgent Reform Priorities of 2015” (2021), available at: https://tinyurl.com/4deymkuyv, accessed
onlJune 6, 2024.

19 Institute of Social Sciences and Humanities — Skopje, “The Specificity of the Macedonian Example of ‘State
Capture” Ruminations Following the Second Priebe Report,” (Skopje, September 2017), available at:
https://tinyurl.com/4t9jy3k8, accessed on 20 June, 2024.

20 Law on Audio and Audio-Visual Media Services (Official Gazette of Republic of North Macedonia, n.184/2013.

21 Council of Europe, Committee of Ministers, 132"¢Session of the Committee of Ministers.” Turin, Italy, 19-20 May
2022.
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procedure to apply for such a degree (except some hybrid called dual degree which no one knows

how works, and what are the ways to apply for it.)

After wrapping up with painting the general image of the state of affairs in the sector, with
this study we want to propose specific policy solutions and their possible transposition in the

present legislation through amendments and revisions.

This analysis covers the present legislation and bylaws of the executive institutions, such as
the Ministry of Education and Science (MES) and the Agency for Quality Assurance and
Accreditation of the Higher Education (locally abbreviated A.K.V.0). The analysis detects the
policies and procedures that are most problematic in terms of undermining the values of mobility
and the right to study and work as part of the European Charter of the Fundamental Rights
including Article 14 (Right to Education), and Article 15 (Freedom to Choose an Occupation and
Right to Engage in Work). %

The Law on Higher Education adopted in 2018, is in an explicit contradiction and drives
toward an effective derogation of the commitments of the HEI’s in North Macedonia who signed
the European Erasmus Charter of Higher Education. It explicitly prevents them from recognizing
qualifications and credits too: in an overly detailed fashion, fit for a bylaw or guidelines and not
articles of a law, the law stipulates that only the “Informative and Support Center” (effectively
and legally part of the Ministry) can carry out the recognition at issue. Thus, the law is making it
illegal for the HEl's to recognize degrees, qualifications and transcripts for the purposes of
transfer. Furthermore, this very same set of articles in the law is transposed into a bylaw
according to which said Center functions, and one only realizes through interacting with it in
practice that it is in fact the ENIC-NARIC center. In this way, our own legislation is in breach of
the Bologna Process, and all the subsequent acts and resolutions that are adopted by the

ministerial councils make the Lisbon Convention implementable.

22 European Union, European Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (26 October 2012), available
at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A12012P%2FTXT, accessed on 6 June 2024.
23 Law on Higher Education (Official Gazette of the Republic of Macedonia”, n. 82/2018).
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These issues, we argue, can be fixed by simple changes and amendments in the law in

force, by applying this logic expressed visually as follows:

studies or the right to carry an ic title. P i ition concerns ition sought
for the purpose to enter the labour market (especially in the case of regulated professions).

for i i ition in the Region:

International recognition
in the European Union

labour

Academic Professional

Regulated

National legislation profession?

Directive
2005/36/EC

Academic recognition procedures in practice

The vast majority of students apply directly to the higher education institution of their choice and

th ter the institutional i s process, which includes some form of recognition procedure.
Although institutional recognition procedures differ widely, this may not be immediately apparent to
the applicant.

Arndamin rarnnnitinn mai taba alasa at unrinie |

(Source: The European Recognition Manual for Higher Education Institutions (2016), Second Edition,

published by EAR-HEI supported by the European Commission)

The image above is from the 2016 second edition, and we use it for its visual clarity of
illustration. However, the more recent editions of the European Recognition Manuals of EAR-
HEI (European Recognition Manual for Higher Education Institutions) are even more in favor of
automatic recognition — in legal and policy terms, not (only) in the technological-digital sense.
Thus Article 3 lines 6 and 9 of the Law on Higher Education argue for mobility and also lifelong
learning (an indispensable aspect of genuine mobility), but the provisions in Chapter 13 of the
law (Article 190 and forth) effectively disable them rendering them dead letter on paper.?*

In order to transform the declarative commitments of the Law into implementable
practice, and allow for the full right and obligation of the HEIs to recognize not only credits but

also qualifications, we propose the following amendment, i.e. the addition of line 10 in the article

2 Official Gazette of the Republic of Macedonia no. 82/2018 and Official Gazette of the Republic of Macedonia no.
178/2021.



28 of the Law as it reads here: “Higher education institutions have the right and the obligation,
in line with the relevant documents related to the Bologna Profess and the European Education
Area, to recognize credits as per the ECTS standards as well as qualifications and degrees.” To
this amendment to the legislation, we would propose a policy solution that ought to be detailed
in the form of guidelines and procedures, where appropriate or necessary, for the HEI to request
the support of the Informative Center (ENIC/NARIC) in determining the legality of a diploma or a

transcript of credits.
Furthermore, we propose the following next amendments, i.e. additions of:

Line 10 to the Article 28: seeking to render the dead letter on paper into effective and tangible

implementation of the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) in the Higher Education;

Line 11 to the Article 28: Qualifications, levels of education and credits acquired within the
European Education Area and participants in the ECTS system, higher education institutions are
obliged to recognize them as automatically as allowed by the National Qualifications Framework
and the acts of the higher education institution aligned with it. Immediately followed by the

following paragraph to be added to Article 28.

Line 12 to the Article 28: In the process of recognition of the ECTS qualifications as well as of a
degree of education or a qualification, the institutions of higher education are obligated to
implement the principles of the Erasmus Guide for recognition and of the EAR-HEI (European
Recognition Manual for Higher Education) assigned to the ENIC-NARIC network as its
fundamental document of ensuring ESG (European Standards and Guidelines). Please, note that

the enumeration of the subsequent lines’ changes accordingly.

Such amendments to article 28 would render the broad statements on academic
autonomy in (self)governance in Article 9 more concrete rather than merely declarative, esp.
lines 6 (the right to collaborate with other institutions, which would imply the right to decide
whether the institution would engage in offering joint degrees and thus next to automatic
mobility and recognition) and 10 (which as in 28 mentions "autonomy in credit recognition" that

is effectively disabled by a number of provision in the legislative text at issue).



The interventions proposed above concern the issue of student mobility. However, EHEA and the
Erasmus Program (platforms of rendering the Bologna Process a tangible reality) require also staff
and faculty mobility. The Law pays lip service to these principles by stipulating autonomy in hiring
faculty and staff (Article 11), while dozens of articles further effectively disabling this right: an
institution cannot employ faculty that has obtained their PhD in France or Britain unless the
“Informative Center” serving as ENIC/NARIC permits to do so. The institutions are deemed
incompetent it seems (or it is implied that they are corrupt? If so, strange considering the level
of corruption in the ministries of this country) to recognize a potential faculty member’s degree
and validity of diploma, unless it has been “nostrified” (recognized or validated through a
procedure of determining programmatic proximity with the national system) by said center and
signed by the Minister in doing so. In other words, the extensive Chapter 3 of this law effectively

disables the implementation of all principles of autonomy mentioned so far.

Looking at article 40 which stipulates the national mechanisms of quality assurance and
accreditation, at first glance, it all seems very standard. However, if one reads it carefully one
realizes and understands quite clearly that “approval, re-approval and recognition of a HEI's and
(our emphasis) of the study programs...”. However if we juxtapose Article 40 and in particularit’s
to article 145 we realize that the all HEl's in the country are effectively under probation in
perpetuity: an accredited institution cannot introduce a curriculum on its own accord, as each
program must receive a separate accreditation and program related work-permit, and then, no
matter how old, established and respected, each institutions programs must go through a
reaccreditation process carried out by the Agency for quality assurance and accreditation, just as
they all did until recently by the Ministry of Education and Science. The Agency is a body of the
executive branch and the level of centralization of control - undermining autonomy - remains

high.

Theironyisthatin 2014-2016 the academic protest movement (the so-called Student and
Professor Plenums) demanded the establishment of such an Agency to ensure the academic
autonomy in the country. However, the illiberal and undemocratic governance, and the
partocratic grip is such that the sector remains captured and in the hands of the central

government institutions



3.1. Specific Recommendations for Changes and Amendments to the Law on

Higher Education

It is very important to note that whereas all the provisions in the law that effectively
restrict the implementation of the Bologna process goals and values are excessively detailed,
inappropriately so for a type of a document a law is and more fitting for a bylaw or rule of
procedure type of document (decree), the ones that should ensure mobility and transparent
quality assurance are vague or lack provisions that would make them implementable. For
example, Article 51 dealing with quality assurance and tackles the issue of European level of
quality assurance and transparency (as per the guidelines of the European Network for Quality
Assurance abbreviated ENQUA) is never implemented in practice, or rendered hard to implement
because it is excessively costly. To quote line (2) of Article 51 “At least two thirds of the expert
committee of line (1) will consist of professors from universities from the member states of the
European Network for Quality Assurance.” Considering “the external evaluation” is seen as

III

something so “external” that it needs to be internationalized, it is worth noting that every
evaluation of the national executive bodies is an external evaluation as opposed to self-
evaluation. Article 51 needs to be appended by another article whereby ENQUA subjects to
evaluation the national Agency (for quality assurance and accreditation) and the Ministry of
Education and Sciences (MES), whereas the national executive bodies carry out evaluation with

their own national resources.

Again, regarding the discrepancy between the declarative commitments of the law and
the policies inscribed in the law that are supposed to render said commitments implementable,
we need to consider that article 150 is in contradiction with Chapter Ill of this law which

effectively revokes the HEI’s right to recognize degrees. Article 150 reads as follows:

“Equivalent recognition of foreign education, Article 150. (1) It is considered that also a
person who has graduated abroad meets the conditions of enrollment stated in articles

134, 135 and 136 of this law. (2) It is through a general act adopted by the University



Senate that the terms as per line (1) of this Article are determined for a person who has

not attained equivalent education abroad.”?®

The main set of interventions needs to be carried out in the rather lengthy Chapter 3 of
the law, beginning with article 190 dedicated to the principles, rights, obligations and procedures
concerning recognition of foreign qualifications. The very fact that an unusually long chapter,
detailed in articles of a law yet containing detailed procedures and hardly any policy and
principles stipulations — except implicitly — which is something that should be placed in a bylaw

and/or guidelines, is indicative of the level of central authority’s control.

As per the Bologna process principles and repeated recommendations (since 2018, quite
explicitly so),%® higher education institutions are expected to be fully autonomous in their
recognition of qualifications process. There are independent centers that can support the process
with expertise, but their every little procedure is not prescribed by a law developed by the
executive branch of power, or simply the government. So, yet again, we encounter a law with a
level of detailed central control infantilizing the HEI’s, depriving them of the basic right within the
European Higher Education Area, comparable to the amendments to the law on higher education
from 2014-2016 which led to unrests, occupations of universities and mass rallies by students
and professors whose freedom was stifled. Perversely, the new government, in 2018 adopted a
new law that basically incorporated all the stipulations of the amendments the Student and
Professor Plenums (that is how the movement named itself) marched against in 2014. Please
note, these protests sparked other protest movements yielding the Colorful Revolution in 2016.

That was the end of an era marked by “state capture” which was described in Reinhard Priebe’s

25 The original reads as follows: Equal valuation of foreign education, Article 150, (1) It is considered that the
conditions for registration from Articles 134, 135 and 136 of this law are also fulfilled by the person who
completed an appropriate education abroad [EaHakBo BpeaHyBare Ha CTpaHCKO obpasoBaHue, YneH 150, (1) Ce
CMeTa AeKa YCoBUTe 3a 3anuuyBakbe og yneHosute 134, 135 n 136 Ha 0BOj 3aKOH MM UCNOJIHYBA U INLETO KOe
3aBpLIMIO COOABETHO 06pa30BaHME BO CTPAHCTBO.]

(2) The original reads as follows: With a general act adopted by the senate of the university, the conditions for
enrollment from paragraph (1) of this article are determined for the person who did not complete an equivalent
education abroad. [Co onwT aKT KOj ro flOHECYBa CEHATOT Ha YHUBEP3UTETOT Ce YTBPAYBaaT YCNOBUTE 33 YNUC Of,
cTaBoT (1) Ha 0BOj YUNEH 3a /IMLLETO KOe He 3aBpLINIo eAHaKBO 06pa3oBaHMe BO CTPAHCTBO].

Decision on the number of students who enroll [OgnyKa 3a 6p0ojoT Ha CTyAEeHTUTE KoM ce 3anuiuyBaar].

26 Council of Europe, Committee of Ministers, 132"¢Session of the Committee of Ministers.” Turin, Italy, 19-20 May
2022.



Report in 2015 as an “excessive power” of the executive branch, and further refined as definition
in his follow-up report of 2017 or what many in their analyses called “illiberal democracy” as
defined by Viktor Orban.?” The change of government, ironically solidified the illiberal impulse of
the administration already imbued in authoritarian political culture regardless of party affiliation
— the Law on Higher Education of 2018 is a slap to the democratic academic movement from
three years earlier, as well as to the basic principles of the Bologna Process. As we have already
elaborated those principles, including what effective autonomy means as well as
“decentralization” of the equivalence and recognition process, let us examine the Chapter and

articles 190 and propose amendments:

- Article 190, line (3) should be revised by deleting “access to further education in Republic
of Macedonia” [(3) npuctan KOH noHaTamowHOTO obpa3oBaHWe BO Penybauka
MakegoHuja.]. The latter is the right and the duty of the HEl's, whereas the employers
can consult a special body and run checks with ENIC/NARIC if they need to do so (and in
regulated professions they would have to consult with ENIC/NARIC or the so-called
“Information center” this article speaks of which is, in practice, reduced to an ENIC/NARIC
office;

- After Line 3, of Art. 190, we propose the inclusion of another line (4) which reads: (3) “For
the purposes of academic recognition enabling further education at the institutions of
Republic of North Macedonia, it is the higher education institutions that are authorized
to carry out the recognition, whereas this process can be monitored and supported
through quality assurance by the ENIC/NARIC center;

- Adjust the enumeration of Article 190 thereof;

- We oppose the automatic recognition of exclusively Western Balkans countries as they
all are already part of EHEA and the recognition among them should be as automatic
based on the very fact of being part of EHEA and signatories of the Bologna process.

Recognition should be as automatic between North Macedonia and France as it is with

27 Katerina Kolozova and Niccolo Milanese, “llliberal Democracies” in Europe: Authoritarian Challenge to the Crisis
of Liberalism (Washington DC, George Washington University: Program of Illiberalism Studies, 2023), please note
the contribution by Luke Cooper.



Albania. This decision was published in the Official Gazette of RNM nr. 87/2023. Yet, in
the case of Western Balkans, we caution about the corruption in the sector and fraudulent
diplomas, and instead of automatic recognition we advise regular and compulsory checks
with through the ENIC/NARIC center;

Add the following line (8) into the Article 190: Higher education institutions as well as the
ENIC/NARIC Information Center and the other relevant institutions such as the Agency for
quality assurance in the higher education are obligated to approximate the EHEA
(European Higher Education Area) goal to be achieved by 2025 - automatic recognition of
ECTS credits and qualifications. [(8) Bucokoobpa3osHuTe yctaHoBMu Kako n ENIC/NARIC
NHPOPMATUBHMOT LLEHTAp HO U ApYyrUTe peneBaHTHU UHCTUTYUMKM, KaKo AreHuujaTa 3a
KBa/IUTET BO BMCOKOTO 0bpasoBaHue, ce JOMKHN Aa ce npubamkat go uenta Ha EHEA
(EBponckaTta BucokoobpasoBHa obnact) go 2025 — aBTOoMaTcKo nNpusHaBarbe Ha EKTC
KpeauTtute n kBanmdukaummute.] In doing so, the institutions should apply the Erasmus
Guidelines and follow the latest edition of the Erasmus Guide intended for all EHEA
countries — this could be stated as part of the amendment to the law, or in a bylaw of the
MES (Ministry of Education and Science) but also further detailed by the HEIs and their
guiding acts such as rulebooks;

Add also a line (9) stating that the check of document's validity should be more time and
money efficient relying on digital verification [(9) 3a npoBepKa Ha BepoAOCTOjHOCTA Ha
AOKYMEHTUTE MHCTUTYLMNTE, KaKO BUCOKOOOPA30BHUTE TaKa U MHHOPMATUBHMOT LieHTap
3a Mpu3HaBatbe HA CTPAHCKM BUCOKOODOPA30BHWM KBAMMPUKAUWMKM, Ce AOKHWU O3
06e36e4aT WTO € MOXKHO NMOEKOHOMMYHA NOCTanKa 3a NOTEHLUMjaIHUOT CTYAEHT Koja ce

noTnnpa Ha MakKCMMaZIHOTO KOPUCTEHE Ha AUTUTATHNTE OOKA3UN Ha BepO,CLOCTOjHOCT.]

In article 192, add line (5) which ensured that the Informative (ENIC/NARIC) center is
supporting the HEI's with expertise in their process of recognition as per the EAR-HEI
Manual, a paraphrase of the proposed amendment: (5) UHdOpMaTUBHMOT LieHTap AaBa

noAApLWKa U BPLWM HAA30p BP3 BMCOKOOOPA30BHUTE YCTAaHOBM BO OOHOC HA HWUBHUTE



NMOCTanku Ha nNpu3HaBakbe M eKBMBaNeHuMja, Bo cornacHoct co EAR-HEI Manual Ha

ENIC/NARIC Network, unja uneHka e MHdopmMaTUBHUOT LeHTap.

The entire article 193 should be deleted because it states that it is the MES' responsibility
to recognize individual qualifications and diplomas - this is an outright violation of every
treaty, recommendation from 215t century (we shall exclude the 1990’s and the technicalities
of the Lisbon convention as their outdated transitional recommendations will be probably
abused by those who want to decentralize power and control in the area of diploma and
qualification recognition). It is even more outrageous that the Law does not even pretend to
make any effort toward decentralization: the Information center is supposed to do the
paperwork but it is the Minister of Education and Science who signs the recognition of the

transcripts and the diploma of every individual applicant.

Section 2, Article 195 should also be deleted because these are essentially
rulebook/guidelines provisions that can belong to a bylaw and not make up an entire part of
a law. Either way, if removal is impossible, then strike out notarized original and include a
digital version of the diploma wherever available. The request mentioned in line (1) of the
article should be addressed to the Information center only for the regulated professions
(whereas the act of academic recognition should be the authority of the HEls), and the
decision should be signed by the independent responsible person of the Center, not the
Minister of Education and Science. Line (3) of the article 195 should be deleted (in case the
entire article isn’t deleted): in line with EAR and the Erasmus Guide, one should check the
legality of an institution only when valid suspicion arises, any reason for due diligence; as it is
formulated currently, our ENIC/NARIC center calls out for each case of recognition
universities such as Cambridge (UK) to check their credentials. However, they do not check if
the diploma at issue was truly issued by the university in case — the entire article seems like
simulation of legalism and diligence only to obfuscate the effective lack of it and offer
coverage for recognition of fraudulent diplomas and documents confirming qualification. The

Erasmus Guide cautions against subjecting a candidate to undue scrutiny as discriminatory.



The entire 196 Article should be removed, for 2 main reasons: 1) again rules of procedure,
guidelines and technicalities that belong to a bylaw or Guidelines or Rulebook document, not
in a law, 2) the founding documents of the Bologna Process and all the subsequent detailed
recommendations in the form of multiple documents prohibit assessment of study programs
(curricula) from an academic point of view as the Bologna process and ECTS are invented to
do the opposite — one compares pure form, workhours, number of credits and comparability
or compatibility of degrees on a purely administrative level, without going into the academic
content of program which is precisely what used to impede mobility prior to Bologna. Instead,
we can suggest only administrative committees in a Center that is completely independent
from the MES and certainly from the Minister’s authorization of the decision. Thus, if one
deletes the article at issue (196), whatever is transposed into a bylaw should follow the

policies we just explained as justifying our proposal to strike out article 196.
Article 198 should be struck out for the exact same reasons as article 196.

Article 199 should be struck out for the exact same reasons as articles 196 and 198, but not
only: in line (2) it legalizes favoritism and inequality in front of law for all citizens by favoring
the prestigious degrees as per a ranking system that is produced under commercial terms
(the Shanghai ranking). It also favors a commercial product, namely the ranking itself, of one
university instead of another or another company. A law can specify a principle, such as
relevance of ranking systems, but leave it up to the HEls and companies to decide if they find
the ranking relevant for their decision or not — whatever the case, rankings cannot be used
as justification for discrimination or simply negating the right to “equal in front of law” for

every applicant.
Challenges and Reforms in the Recognition of Diplomas and
Qualifications: Insights from North Macedonia and the Region in

the Context of the European Education Area and the

Implementation of the Bologna Process



The 2018 Report on the Implementation of the Bologna Process and EHEA Member States’
Participation in the Implementation of Conventions and, more importantly, the adherence to
the EHEA's 'Working Guide' - or European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) - provides an
overview of the data whose competence is in the recognition of diplomas and qualifications,
according to which, North Macedonia is among the few countries in the entire area of the EHEA
where the Ministry of Education and Science recognizes qualifications both for 1) academic
advancement, i.e. further education, and for 2) professional qualification (for all, not just the
regulated professions). In addition, here is the map from the chapter on Recognition (EHEA:
Bologna Process Implementation Report 2018) which gives a clear overview of who has the

competence during that period.?®
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Source: EHEA: Bologna Process Implementation Report 2018

The latest Report on the implementation of Bologna process in in the EHEA Member
States does not provide such an overview but it can be derived by checking the ENIC/NARIC

centers. The reason that this map (see the image above) is not “updated” is that such focused

“

28 European Commission, “The European Higher Education Area in 2018: Bologna Process Implementation Report,
Eurydice, available at: https://ehea.info/Upload/BP2018.pdf, accessed on 14 August 2024.



https://ehea.info/Upload/BP2018.pdf

analyses are done by the special working group for recognition at EHEA. This year, the focus is

on another issue, in the area of recognition, namely the effort to implement automatic

recognition everywhere in the EHEA, which is defined as follows:
The understanding of automatic recognition is fully in line with agreements in the
Bologna Process. Automatic mutual recognition of a qualification is the right for the
holder of a qualification of a certain level issued by one country to be considered for
entry to a higher education programme at the next level in another, without having to
go through any separate recognition procedure. This does not prejudice the right of a
higher education institution or the competent authorities to set specific evaluation and

admission criteria for a specific programme.

In the same chapter, the goal towards automatic recognition is established:

Progress towards widespread automatic recognition was also given a boost when,
within the European Union, a Council Recommendation of 26" November 2018 was adopted
that seeks to promote the automatic mutual recognition of qualifications as well as the
recognition of learning outcomes during study periods abroad (34). The Recommendation
envisages achieving the automatic recognition of qualifications by 2025 throughout the EU,
providing further impetus to all the countries in the Bologna Process.

In order to achieve such a goal by 2025, the Council of Ministers will insist on

interventions in the legislation as well.?®

Automatic recognition is an advanced step and until our country succeeds in achieving it
- which is also connected with essential digitization and not archiving of physically obtained and
printed documents - it should first achieve the most basic principle, removing the executive
power (the ministry) of direct control over the academic sphere and invasion into autonomy

which implied, of course, the capacity to recognize qualifications and exercise equivalence.

2% European Commission, “The European Higher Education Area in 2020: Bologna Process Implementation
Report”, Eurydice, available at: https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/european-higher-education-
area-2020-bologna-process-implementation-report, accessed on 14 August 2024. pp. 88



https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/european-higher-education-area-2020-bologna-process-implementation-report
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/european-higher-education-area-2020-bologna-process-implementation-report

The degree of control, which our country possesses through a detailed law, that allows
the ministry to recognize qualifications in a way that follows the law — already “treating the law
as a rule book” is too much control of the executive power and an invasion of autonomy - and
appoints for a competent instance (authority) is an inappropriate level of intrusion into
autonomy. The only similar country in the whole EHEA area with a similar degree of ministerial

control is Albania.

To make things worse, the legislator, at the proposal of the ministry itself, decided that
the country would fulfill one of the basic criteria of autonomy (recognition) until the country’s
accession to the European Union. Such a provision is a direct and brazen violation of the
principles of the EHEA because there is no reason not to respect the principle of autonomy (in
recognition) before becoming a member of the European Union. Many advanced members of
the EHEA do not even claim to be members of the Union. The EHEA imposes obligations, the
Bologna itself, and all conventions, such as the Lisbon one, which the state has signed, impose
the application of the principles and directives of the EHEA before those of our laws because

international conventions have greater legal binding force.

In summary, the relapses from the scandalous law from Nikola Gruevski’s era, which are
found in the 2018 Law on Higher Education, should be removed and replaced with the following

solutions:

- Higher education institutions are responsible for recognizing academic qualifications;
- ENIC/NARIC centers should be responsible for professional qualifications, and they

should operate independently from the Ministry of Education and Science.

The Communiqué from Paris in 2018 strongly advocates for the application of full autonomy
and reduction of control by ministries. This year's Report on the application of the Bologna
Process concentrates on this topic. Unfortunately, there is no data available for North

Macedonia for the first time in the history of such reports.

We made a comparison with the other countries in the region, EU members, but also
countries, which are candidates for accession, as well countries that do not pretend to become

members, and yet again, it was confirmed that only in North Macedonia (and Albania), the



recognition is carried out by the Ministry of Education and Science, as for the professional, as
for academic qualifications, and that both for professional and academic qualifications, and the

ENIC/NARIC center is, in fact, part of the Ministry on Education and Science.

In the Republic of Serbia, the higher education institutions carry out the recognition and
equivalence themselves, and the ENIC/NARIC centers are in charge of the recognition for

professional needs (if necessary, but mandatory for the regulated professions).3°

In the Republic of Slovenia is the same as in Serbia - the higher education institutions carry
out the recognition and equivalence themselves, and the ENIC/NARIC centers are in charge of

the recognition for professional needs.3!

Recognition is also closely related to the quality assessment of institutions, and its
provision should be carried out by an independent body. Given that our Agency’s leading
persons in the past had modest academic capacities and did not know the English language, its
integration with the already competent Board of Accreditation is the most logical move to

quickly ensure an autonomous instance of quality.

The most important thing is that the country cannot claim to be regional innovation hub
without academic credibility of country with an international reputation, and to achieve
academic credibility, we need free competition and opening possibilities for work on
international level —various collaborations with the EU and other advanced environments,
curricula carried out in collaboration with prominent universities. In order for something like
this to happen and to join the European priority of digital mobility — not only autonomy in the
recognition of qualifications, but also autonomy in establishing international collaborations

must be enabled.

30 Qualification Agency, ENIC/NARIC Centar, available at: https://www.enic-
naric.net/serbia.aspx?fbclid=IwAR270QtPYEpHt1SdDAjLVvbx0zCm5VMA1PBKFVeiav38mW5Jax4Fj1t3nNY,
accessed on 23 August 2024.

31 Republic of Slovenija, Gov.SI, “Assessment of education at the ENIC-NARIC centre”, available at:
https://www.gov.si/en/topics/vrednotenje-izobrazevanja-pri-enic-naric-centru/, accessed on 23 August 2024.
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As for the quality, it will be maintained by a quality agency, which will do the ranking (no
need for bans and closures, legality and meeting a basic threshold and quality are different
things, and quality can be disclosed as well as poor quality). Regarding the fears of breaking the
law, the inspection services should be empowered and equipped with totally new and non-
partisan personnel (those 2-3 persons who were active until now in the high education are
corrupted themselves — big power concentrated among small group means great corruption,
and the power is really great because now is in the hands of 2 or 3 persons — except if there is

no change in between, which will be good news.)

However, opening of the free and international academic competition in our field, and
quality assurance are parallel processes, and the former should not wait for the latter to be
established (on the contrary, depending on how the academic “market” will be shaped, it will it
also depends on what facilities will be needed for quality assurance and evaluation.) Of course,
these are processes that can go in parallel, but what needs to be ensured first is a free
academic “market” - a creative agora - tied to the ambitions for academic and innovation
relevance at the level of the region. The concern for quality, control, supervision should remain
that, evaluation, but it must not take precedence over the free blossoming of the academic
scene/creative industry (it is a form of industry, if you know how to market it that way, that is,
with an international dimension) — because the “market” itself will surface the best quality
ones. Namely, if the arena is set up in a quality way, it ensures quality in advance — and the
solutions are simple and within reach: joint degrees with the full members of Erasmus,
including us. For this to happen, it is necessary to intervene in the law, which has allowed, to
prohibit this until the entry of the country into the EU (which is against the principles of

Bologna and all related conventions, and in illegal conflict with them).

The 2020 Rome Ministerial Communique refers to the conclusions from that in Paris

from 2018 and calls:

We will ensure automatic recognition of academic qualifications and periods of study
within the EHEA so that students, staff and graduates are able to move freely to

study, teach and do research. We will make the necessary legislative changes to



guarantee automatic recognition at system level for qualifications delivered in EHEA
countries where quality assurance operates in compliance with the ESG and where a
fully operational national qualifications framework has been established. We also
encourage the application of agreed and secure systems of digital certification and
communication such as blockchain, as well as the further development of the
Database of External Quality Assurance Results (DEQAR) to facilitate automatic

recognition.??

Also, the same document says:

We welcome the adoption of the UNESCO Global Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications
concerning Higher Education and commit to ratifying it promptly, in order to facilitate fair
recognition of qualifications and periods of study from outside the EHEA, using Lisbon

Recognition Convention compliant assessment criteria and reports.33

The last quote is from the EHEA info website, which shows that The Lisbon Convention is the

essence of EHEA, the mobility is the essence of EHEA:

Two bodies, namely the Committee of the Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications
concerning Higher Education in the European Region and the European Network of National
Information Centres on Academic Mobility and Recognition (the ENIC Network) are to oversee,
promote and facilitate the implementation of the Convention. The Committee is responsible for
promoting the application of the Convention and overseeing its implementation. To this end, it
can adopt, by a majority of the Parties, recommendations, declarations, protocols and models of
good practice to guide the competent authorities of the Parties. Before making its decisions, the
Committee seeks the opinion of the ENIC Network. As for ENIC Network, it upholds and assists

the practical implementation of the Convention by the competent national authorities.34

32 EHEA Rome 2020, “Rome Ministerial Communique”, available at:

https://www.ehea.info/Upload/Rome Ministerial Communique.pdf, accessed on 20 September 2024.

3 |bid.

34 European Higher Education Area, “Lisbon Recognition Convention,” available at: https://ehea.info/page-

recognition
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5. Potential Points for Intersectoral Integration of Education, Science

and the Knowledge-based Economy

As mentioned in the introduction, prior to this project, in 2023 FRP and ISSHS submitted a
proposal-initiative “Proposal for Amendments and Additions to the Law on Higher Education”.
Since there was none feedback from the Government, the organizations found an
understanding from the Civica Mobilitas program through the project “Advocacy for Inclusive

Growth.”

Within the project, the consortium held a thematic forum titled “Interweaving Education,
Science and Innovation-Based Economy,” on 27t March, 2024. The event brought participants
from academic, business communities, non-governmental sectors, and other stakeholders, who
emphasized the importance of an intersectoral approach, and cooperation between

institutions.

Subsequent discussions and briefings reiterated the necessity for collaboration among civil
society organizations, institutions, the business community, and the media, with a focus on core
values such as the right to education, employment, and effective governance. The active
involvement of the business community in this approach proved pivotal. The formulation of new
policies within Cluster 3 (Competitiveness and inclusive growth), particularly concerning the
intersectoral integration of higher education and scientific endeavors with the economic sector,
is of paramount importance.3> This means interweaving education, science and innovation with
economic development. Undertaking intersectoral reforms transcends mere academic discourse;
it is a matter encompassing policy and infrastructure. Consequently, the European Union
advocates for the transformation of numerous universities into research institutions and the

establishment of alternative innovation frameworks. The EU’s November 2020 investment plan

35 The New ERA 2030 (ERA stands for the European Research Area, of which North Macedonia is also an associate
member) emphasizes that economic development, particularly technological and innovative advancements, is a
priority that requires the unification of scientific and academic institutions. This unification can only be achieved
through extensive mobility, both digital and physical. It is crucial to highlight that this vision necessitates the
inclusion of all sciences, asserting that a competitive innovation economy cannot progress without “deep and
integrative interdisciplinarity.” Therefore, the social sciences, humanities, and STEM disciplines must work
together in unity.



for the Western Balkans aims to facilitate the region’s alignment with these endeavors. In the
ensuing discussion, we proposed recommendations emphasizing the link between education, the
economy, and the business sector. Our focus on this connection stems from the belief, supported
by prior knowledge and discussions, that it constitutes a critical missing link in enhancing the
educational landscape. This claim was confirmed by the findings obtained from the Thematic

Forum.

5.2. Macedonian Higher Education in the Context of the Labor Market

Human capital, by definition, encompasses the sum of education, knowledge, skills, and
health that individuals invest in and accumulate throughout their lives, which enables them to
realize their full potential and be productive members of society. It is the most important
resource for one country as it integrates other factors of production (physical capital). By
investments in human capital, a country significantly influences its future income and the
standard of living of its citizens. Enhancing the quality of human capital is crucial for steering
toward sustainable economic growth and development, as well as for addressing the emerging
challenges faced by the state concerning the labor market and population aging. Improving

education directly impacts the human capital of a country.

However, despite the continued commitment of the Republic of North Macedonia to improve
the education system, significant results are still lacking, because some of the reforms in the
education system are superficial, often poorly conceived and short-lived. Additionally, there is no
integrated approach to take measures in the fields of education and the labor market, so despite
the governments’ declarative commitments to improving the situation in the area business
representatives continue to express concern about the lack of quality staff with appropriate skills.
The emigration of young and highly educated individuals from the country in order to secure
better economic opportunities abroad is most often of a permanent nature and adds to the

problem.

Hence, there is a necessity to connect policies across different areas and adopt an integrated

approach. This approach should create a “dense tangle” where measures are interwoven with



the aim of providing better quality, highly educated staff to meet the needs of the domestic
economy. Starting from the importance of these issues, the project “Advocacy for Inclusive

Growth” offers certain solutions to overcome the identified weaknesses.

According to the 2021 census, the population in the Republic of North Macedonia is
1.836.713 citizens, while the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita is 5,888 US dollars. The
country continuously faces challenges that slow down the economic growth and hinder more
intensive development. Many of these challenges are related to the labor market conditions, the

quality of human capital, and productivity.

According to data from the State Statistical Office, in 2023 the active population in the
Republic of North Macedonia is 791,647 people, of which 688,296 are employed, and 103,351
are unemployed. The activity rate in this period is 52.3%, the employment rate is 45.4%, while

the unemployment rate is 13.1%.

Despite the fact that the unemployment rate has decreased by almost 15 percent (from 28%
in 2014 to 13.1% in 2023), it remains among the highest in the region of Europe and Central Asia
(ECA).

Unemployment is particularly concentrated among young people aged 15 to 24 (24,9% in
2023). The fact is partly due to the low quality of education and weak links between education
and the labor market, so many young people are not sufficiently prepared for employment. There
are significant skills gaps, which, if not properly addressed, will become even more apparent as
job tasks change and new occupations emerge. As a result, one quarter of the large companies
(with 100 or more employees) and 19% from middle-sized companies (20-99 employees)
identified inadequately qualified workforce as the second biggest constraint to the business

environment.3°

According to the Human Capital Index of World Bank?’, the quality of human capital in

the Republic of North Macedonia was 0,56 in 2020. Although this figure is within the range of

36 World Bank, “Looking for skills in the Republic of Macedonia, 2017.

37 Human Capital Index (HCl) measured annually by the World Bank, indicates which countries are the best in
mobilizing their human capital, reflecting the economic and professional potential of their citizens. The index ranges
from 0 to 1, with 1 representing the achievement of maximum potential.



countries with similar level of development, it remains well below the average in low- and
middle-income countries in Europe and Central Asia (63%) and significantly below the EU average
(74%). This indicates that a person born in the country today, when (s)he grows up will only utilize

56% of her/his potential productivity, compared to the EU average of 74%.

The low productivity of human capital and high rates of emigration, mainly of the working

population, have strong distortive effects on the labor market.

Estimates based on census data from destination countries (mainly countries in Western
Europe and North America) indicate that over 500,000 citizens of the country live abroad, making
the Republic of North Macedonia one of the countries with the largest diaspora in the world as a
percentage of the total population.3® The potential annual GDP loss is estimated at 333 million
euros, which accounts for about 3.1% of GDP. Consequently, each able-bodied person who leaves
the Republic of North Macedonia takes with them approximately 15,850 euros of potential future
GDP. The combined impact of low population growth and emigration is projected to reduce the
working-age population from 71% to 60%, while the proportion of elderly individuals will rise
from 12.5% to 25%. To sustain a working population until 2050, approximately 700,000 additional

workers will be required.®®

The Macedonian emigrants are predominantly young people, and their skills vary.
Emigration, particularly intellectual emigration, tends to be permanent, with a low tendency
among Macedonian emigrants to return to the country. Consequently, skills acquired abroad are

unlikely to contribute significantly to domestic development goals.

High emigration rates and an aging population necessitate the enhancement of skills and
productivity among the existing workforce. Therefore, it will be crucial in the future to improve
the skills and productivity of the remaining workers and to alleviate the pressure of emigration,
particularly among young people. Failing to do so will increase the burden on the shrinking

workforce, further incentivizing migration out of the country.

38 World Bank, “Social Insurance Administration Project, Project Appraisal Document”, 2020. .
39 World Bank, “Seizing a Brighter Future for All: Systematic Diagnostics of the Republic of Macedonia,”2018.



Economic growth and the competitiveness of the economy depend on the quality and
functionality of human capital engaged in productive jobs. This encompasses the collective
production skills, talents and knowledge of individuals. When individuals participate in value
creation, they are inseparable from their knowledge, skills, health and personal values — all of
which constitute a form of capital. Education and trainings (alongside health care) are crucial in
shaping human capital, and the costs for education, trainings and health care represent
investments in it. The national economy and the well-being of citizens are directly influenced by

education.

In this context, the question arises: Does the Republic of North Macedonia have the potential
to enhance its education system in a way that fosters the creation of human capital capable of

driving faster, more inclusive, and sustainable growth for the country?

Partly as a legacy of the long-term underinvestment and focus on inputs instead of output
(such as the knowledge accumulated in individuals), and partly due to the slow implementation
of reforms in the period from the country’s independence to the present, the education

indicators in Macedonia are not encouraging.

Compared to countries with similar per capita incomes, public expenditure on education in
the Republic of North Macedonia is low and on a downward trend, declining from 4.6% of GDP
in 2012 to 4.0% in 2022. This level is below that of Western European countries, where

expenditures often exceed 5% of GDP.

The situation is similar with expenditures for higher education, which faces comparable
challenges and is associated with low and inefficient spending, resulting in low quality. In 2017,
public spending on higher education was 0.8% of GDP, which falls below the EU average of 1%,
and is also lower than countries like Serbia and Croatia, which have similar education systems.
Furthermore, some comparison countries achieve better learning outcomes with similar or lower
levels of education expenditure. Additionally, the public share of science funding is low, ranging

between 0.2-0.4% of GDP, well below the EU average of 2%.

Despite the state’s constant declarative commitment to improving the education system,

significant results are missing, even though current reforms are being implemented at all levels.



Some of the reforms in the education system are shallow, often poorly thought out, and
therefore short-lived (for an example - the introduction of a state exam, whose application was

delayed and has not been implemented to this point etc.)

This is often the result of a lack of broad social debate and an appropriate period of
preparation and adjustment. Consequently, the unpreparedness of institutions, educational
staff, students, and the general public to accept specific reforms leads to these reforms becoming
the subject of political compromises. Thus, although some reforms are designed according to
good international practices, progress is limited by the capacity for implementation.

The general conclusion is also relevant for reforms in higher education. Namely, for a long
period, the Government focused on expanding access to higher education by opening dispersed
programs at the universities in small and remote cities, which undoubtedly seriously damaged
the quality of educational process. This created an army of graduates, whose skills do not match
those required by the job market. Diplomas for completed higher education do not reflect the

actual acquisition of appropriate skills, neither in terms of level nor field.

KOMIAHHHTE Tpe6a1115‘ ~
3eMaaT CTYNeHTH Ha MPaKe: ]

Shopovska, Ana. Delegate from a University Assembly on Thematic Forum. 24 March 2024.



In the last fifteen years, the number of higher education institutions (both public and private)
has continuously grown despite the demographic decline and the increased emigration.
Consequently, the country has a relatively high number of higher education institutions
considering the size of its population.

According to data from the State Statistical Office of the Republic of North Macedonia, a total
of 53.821 students were enrolled in the academic year 2022/2023, which is an increase of 4,2%
compared to the previous academic year (2021/2022). The majority of students (77,7%) enrolled
in state higher education institutions, while the other (22,3%) enrolled on private higher
education institutions.

Two-way educational exchanges have become popularin recent years, and especially popular
are programs that offer Macedonian students’ opportunities to work and study abroad during
the summer, as well as educational exchanges through international mobility programs (for
example: Erasmus+, CEEPUS, etc.)

Scientific research activity is low, and there is a significant migration of highly educated
personnel. Limited funding for science reduces opportunities for academic staff to engage in
research activities and to be gain greater visibility within the international academic community.
Many research capacities are outdated and academic staff have few opportunities to engage in

resource-intensive research, especially in the technical and natural sciences

Furthermore, the system of non-formal education, shorter and more flexible educational
programs, and the process of knowledge upgrading are still underdeveloped and lack

standardization.

While the Republic of North Macedonia has recently begun to address the quality challenge
more seriously, a fully functional quality control system is still in the early stages of
implementation. The country is also in the process of establishing and consolidating its quality
assurance system in higher education. The Agency for Quality in Higher Education, which
comprises the Board for Accreditation of Higher Education and the Board for Evaluation of Higher
Education, began with its work in 2020 following the enactment of the new Law on Higher
Education, but so far, no institutional evaluation has been carried out by the Agency. However,

the new manuals for evaluation and accreditation, aligned with the European Standards and



Guidelines for Quality Assurance,*® were recently adopted in 2022. The implementation of
evaluation in accordance with European standards and guidelines for quality assurance in higher
education holds several potential benefits. It can enhance the quality of higher education, assist
in the consolidation of the higher education system by increasing minimum work standards and
rationalizing the number of higher education institutions through integration and mergers.
Moreover, it can reduce duplication of study programs, minimize the number of substandard
programs, and improve spending efficiency. Additionally, it has the potential to create synergies
and address the demographic decline of students. Ultimately, this process can lead to an overall
increase in quality and the creation of internationally competitive higher education institutions,

thus producing better graduates.

Existing approaches to quality assurance typically prioritize accreditation and focus on
inputs rather than outputs, such as learning outcomes and employment possibilities.
The business community continuously voices concerns about the lack of suitably qualified

workforce in the labor market, as well as the absence of workforce with the appropriate skills.
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Belgium, available at: ESG_2015.pdf (eqar.cu), accessed on 27 September 2024.
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In order to create mobility for our academic community and to acquire skills and knowledge
in an international environment that would later be applied in the country, since 2012 the
Ministry of Education and Science has been subsidizing undergraduate studies at top ten ranked
universities worldwide across all disciplines. Additionally, scholarships are provided for first-year
undergraduate studies in technical sciences, architecture, construction, mathematics,
international law, economics and finance, physics, biology, chemistry, medical sciences, and
genetics at universities ranked within the top hundred according to the latest list published by
the Center for World-Class Universities at Shanghai Jiao Tong University. With this state project,
enrollment fees of up to $40,000 per year and a monthly scholarship of approximately €800 were

funded using budgetary allocations.

After completing their studies and returning to the Republic of North Macedonia, the
candidate was required to be available for employment in state administration bodies, as well as
in state higher education and scientific institutions, for six months. If suitable employment was
not offered to the candidate within six months, they were obligated to work in the country for a

minimum of two years.

There is no systematically publicly available data on the number of scholarships and their
value regarding the specific project. Furthermore, this project was compromised by instances
where scholarship recipients either found a way around the obligation to return home or

returned but were not offered suitable workplace opportunities.

According to certain calculations and public reactions, primarily from companies interested
in hiring students from prestigious universities abroad, the state invested several tens of millions
of euros in these students. However, data about the benefits of these investments remain

unknown.

These shortcomings significantly undermined the original goal of the program, which aimed
to repatriate human capital to the country and stimulate a spillover effect on the Macedonian
labor market. This was intended not only to enhance knowledge and skills but also to foster work

ethics and attitudes. Instead, the state inadvertently invested in human capital for other



countries. The competent authorities lack records or insight into the employment and career
development paths of scholarship holders, despite the state’s investment in them. Additionally,
there is no record of other young individuals who pursue higher education abroad either through

foreign scholarships or at their own expense.

The business sector is not extensively involved in the programming and financing of higher
education and scientific research, resulting in the region’s lowest participation in technological
innovation activities. To address this gap, companies and universities must enhance their
collaboration through various means, including developing cooperation plans, implementing
integrated learning exercises, fostering cooperative learning environments, and supporting
research and incubated companies. Furthermore, companies should have greater representation
in higher education programs, with increased emphasis on practical work and the development

of students’ skills for real-world application.

Simply increasing financial resources for education does not guarantee improvement if they
are not used effectively. Investing in human capital requires not only allocating more funds but
also ensuring their appropriate utilization. Debates on education reforms often focus solely on

enhancing skills, neglecting the issue of emigration

5.3. Proposed measures

Given the context and the aforementioned weaknesses of the system described in the
“Advocacy for Inclusive Growth” Project, this proposal offers specific solutions aimed at
enhancing the alignment between higher education and the development priorities of
Macedonian society, especially in the direction of shaping productive and engaged citizens to

meet the demands of the Macedonian labor market.

To achieve this goal, the proposed measures focus on ensuring that educational policies in
higher education and labor market policies are mutually consistent. A key element of this
consistency is the establishment of a triple partnership between universities, the private sector
and the state. Additionally, there is a need for strengthening intersectoral coordination and

cooperation is needed.



The focus of the proposed measures is on creating skills, that will match the current and
anticipate future demand on the labor market, as well as measures, that will ensure that the

brain drain of young and highly educated people abroad becomes a two-way process.

Formulating specific policies to align higher education programs with technological
changes and trends, is essential for creating a workforce capable of meeting current and future
changes and demands in the labor market. By doing so, the country can effectively navigate these
processes. Additionally, using the potential of the migrations abroad and ensuring their smooth
integration of the labor market in the Republic of North Macedonia should also be an integral

part of these policies.

The proposed measures are aimed at improving the quality of higher education in the
function of the Macedonian labor market, as well as towards increasing mobility in higher

education and measures for the return of highly educated personnel to the country.

I. Establishing a system for regularly analyzing and monitoring the skills gap at the national level
and developing higher education programs according to the needs of business and the labor
market. The formation of a “Skills Observatory of Highly Qualified Staff” at one of the state
universities is necessary. Given the limited capacity and potential of government institutions, it
is necessary to network science, the business community, and relevant authorities from the
Ministry of Education and Science and the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy (Agency for
Employment) with the aim to establish a “Skills Observatory of Highly Qualified Staff” Center,
which will use econometric models to forecast the skills needs of highly qualified personnel in

the country.

Il. Support for the modernization of study programs and teaching and learning methods. Based
on the assessment of the “Skills Observatory of Highly Qualified Staff,” universities in cooperation
with private sector should create new educational programs and modernize existing ones to

meet the needs of the business community.



[ll. Strengthening dual diploma programs at higher education institutions, which are crucial for
enhancing knowledge and skills, and introducing international programs with world universities,
facilitating mobility and simplifying equivalence. All of these initiatives aim of faster inclusion in

the domestic labor market.

- A comprehensive revision of the bylaws and the relevant section of the Law on Higher
Education, which repeats this bylaw for the procedure for credit and qualifications
recognition, should be undertaken. This revision should adhere consistently to the
recommendations and guidelines outlined in the Erasmus Guide for Recognition of Credits
and Qualifications;

- Advocacy for complete digitalization of credit and qualifications recognition procedure,
ensuring full online transparency and the ability to track the process;

- Exclusion of the anti-Bologna principle of program assessment and the establishment of
commissions of professors for the purpose of nostrification — the Lisbon Convention and
the basis of ECTS, the principle of recognition and mobility is non-interference with the
academic content but on formal principles (number of credits, credit counting,
compatibility of qualifications). This approach aims to overcome the issue from the 1990s,
where each academic tradition and environment adhered to its own practices and habits,
hindering passability and mobility. Therefore, recognition process should exclude the
involvement of arbitrary professorial committees and instead be managed by
administrative personnel, as recommended by Erasmus;

- Validation and recognition of skills obtained outside the formal education system or

abroad (mostly in informal context), are also necessary.

IV. Establishing a register of students studying abroad to monitor their potential employment
opportunities with domestic companies after graduation. The establishment of such a register is
necessary to facilitate collaboration aimed at supporting the development of the domestic
economy through connecting expatriates with companies and research institutions in the
country. An electronic database of Macedonian citizens studying abroad would contain
information about the students, the educational institutions where they are pursuing their

studies, their degree levels (bachelor’s, master’s, doctoral), contact details, and other relevant



information. This database will benefit companies, as well as scientific institutions, by enabling

them to monitor the potential engagement of our young and educated personnel abroad.

This would address the shortcomings stemming from the project initiated in 2012,
wherein the state subsidizes undergraduate studies at the top-ranked universities listed by the
Shanghai ranking across all cycles of studies. Additionally, it would provide a framework to
leverage the potential of other Macedonian students studying abroad, whether through
alternative scholarships or self-directed endeavors.) Furthermore, this database could be
enhanced and expanded in the future to include post-education data, such as information on
employment status abroad. Participation in sharing such information would, of course, be
voluntary. The objective would be to facilitate occasional engagement opportunities for students
in the domestic economy and scientific endeavors, as well as to provide relevant connections and

information to address various needs from abroad.

V. Exploring the option of subsidizing employment opportunities for individuals returning
from abroad with deficient qualifications. Given the shortage of highly qualified personnel in
specific sectors, it is imperative to explore the potential of subsidizing employment for both
foreigners and Macedonian citizens who have relocated abroad. The Ministry of Labor and
Social Policy, in collaboration with the Ministry of Economy and the Ministry of Finance, should
contemplate the enactment of regulations to offer subsidies to employers in North Macedonia
who hire recently immigrated individuals. This initiative aims to foster economic growth and

enhance competitiveness in the global market.

In addition to domestic returnees (individuals who have worked or been educated
outside the country) this measure also opens opportunities for the employment of foreigners,
aiming to attract experts from foreign countries as well as Macedonians from the diaspora
possessing high qualifications and skills. Given the salary levels and standard of living in more
developed economies, our economy may appear less attractive for the mass hiring of highly
qualified personnel. The implementation of this measure would yield multiple effects, that is,

part of the labor shortage would be substituted for the private sector in the labor shortage.



Such similar measures exist in several other countries, which pose direct competition in the

recruitment of highly qualified staff. 4!

GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

The specific conclusions in the separate chapters of this study highlighted the challenges
in topics such as: intersectoral cooperation, mobility, recognition of qualifications, mass

migration of highly educated personnel, but also their return to the country.

The general conclusions offer a broader perspective on the comprehensive reforms,
needed to transform higher education in the Republic of North Macedonia. They synthetize the
key findings into unified themes, focusing on systemic changes that span all sectors. The
ultimate goal is to improve the country’s academic and economic integration with the global

standards, to

The ultimate goal is to improve the country's academic and economic integration with
global standards, to foster sustainable development and to deal with the long-standing

structural inefficiencies.

1. The need for intersectoral integration: There is a significant gap between the educational
system and the labor market, which is exacerbated by the lack of communication between
sectors such as education, science and the economy. This gap contributes to low human capital

and a mismatch between the skills of graduates and market demand.

4L For example, the case of the Republic of Serbia, which in mid-2022 adopted a decree on the criteria for granting subsidies to employers
employing newcomers in Serbia [YPEJBA O KPUTEPHJYMIMMA 3A JOLEJTY ITOACTUITIAJA IIOCTIOJABLIVIMA KOJH
3ATIONIJPABAJY HOBOHACTAIGEHA JIMIJA YV PEITYBJIMIIM CPBUMJH] (“Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia n.
67/22], according to which a newly immigrated person is a person who does not stay in the territory of the Republic of Serbia for more
than 180 days in a period of 24 months and with whom an employer (domestic or foreign legal entity) has concluded a work contract for
a monthly salary of at least 300,000.00 dinars (about 2,650 euros), and subsidies are paid in the amount of 70% of the calculated and paid
income tax for one or more employed newly settled persons and 100% of the calculated and paid contribution for pension and disability
insurance, for a period of no more than 60 months, starting from July 1, 2022, and ending with December 21, 2028.



2. The authoritarian legacy in higher education governance: The present legislation centralizes
control over higher education, especially regarding the recognition of qualifications, which
contradicts the principles of the Bologna Process. North Macedonia remains one of the
countries, where the Ministry of Education and Science is responsible for the recognition of

academic qualifications instead of higher education institutions themselves.

3. Weak mobility policies: Mobility, a fundamental principle of the Bologna Process is hindered
by centralized recognition of qualifications and the lack of educational policies that support

student and staff mobility, at the regional, and international levels.

4. Brain-drain and emigration: The country is experiencing a high level of emigration, especially
among young people, which drains the national economy of talents. This issue is linked to the
poor alignment of the educational system with the global labor market trends, and the lack of

opportunities for significant employment in the country.

5. Insufficient investment in education and research: The country invests significantly less in
education and research, compared to EU standards, which results in poor-quality education,

outdated research capacities and limited international visibility for academic staff.

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS:

Finally, the following are general recommendations, which are derived from the specific

recommendations in the specific chapters of the study:

1. Decentralization of qualification recognition: Amendments to the Law on Higher
Education should grant full autonomy to higher education institutions for recognizing
qualifications and ECTS credits, in accordance with the Bologna Process principles. This
decentralization will reduce the role of the Ministry of Education and Science to an
advisory capacity, enabling universities to recognize foreign higher education

gualifications independently. These reforms will encourage increased mobility,



streamline administrative processes and improve institutional accountability,
contributing to a more efficient and responsible higher education system.
Strengthening intersectoral cooperation: Developing and implementing a
comprehensive policy framework that integrates higher education, science, and
economic development with the goal of encouraging innovation and growth. The
framework should foster stronger partnerships between academic community and the
business sector, improve vocational education to meet contemporary technological
demands, and transform universities into research institutions. Intersectoral reforms
should be prioritized to align education with labor market needs, creating a skilled
workforce capable of driving technological and economic progress.

Improving mobility and international cooperation: Reform of the national policies to
enhance student and staff mobility through aligning the processes for recognition of
gualification, especially those from the Bologna Process and the European Higher
Education Area (EHEA). This should include promoting joint degrees with European
institutions and implementing automatic recognition of qualifications. Digitalization
recognition processes will additionally facilitate transborder academic exchange,
strengthen North Macedonia’s international competitiveness, and encourage greater
collaboration in global academic networks.

Improving research and innovation capacity: Increasing investments in higher
education and research in order to transform the universities in North Macedonia into
institutions, who are based on research, and capable of fostering technological and
scientific progress. Encouraging cooperation between the public and private sectors
through joint research initiatives and reforming evaluation and accreditation processes
to align with European Standards and Guidelines (ESG). These measures will improve
education quality and will foster innovations that will improve country’s international
competitiveness.

Preventing Brain-Drain: A more flexible and efficient system for recognizing foreign

qualifications is needed to encourage the return of qualified professionals. Reducing



bureaucratic obstacles and promoting job creation through innovation and
entrepreneurship can help mitigate brain drain.

6. Improving Quality Assurance: Implementing a fully functional, independent system for
guality guarantee, based on European Standards and Guidelines (ESG). This will improve
the quality of higher education, rationalize the number of higher education institutions

and increase accountability, while fostering a competitive academic environment.

These recommendations, if implemented, can significantly improve the alignment of higher
education system of North Macedonia with European Union standards, promote

sustainable economic growth, and help in solving the problem with brain drain.

This will not only open new avenues for the future development of education and the
economy in the country but will also create new opportunities for innovation, employment, and
social progress, ensuring more sustainable and optimistic future for all citizens of the Republic

of North Macedonia.



