
Report by Sara Parkin to EMPL Committee of the European Parliament

Sara Parkin is one of three non-voting Independent Experts appointed to the Board 
of the European Training Foundation by the European Parliament (EP Experts).  
With Jean-François Mézières and Stamatis Paleocrassis she was appointed in April 
2009 in accordance with Article 7 of Regulation (EC) No 1339/2008. 

This report marks the end of the first 3-year mandate.  Please also see the first 
report synthesised as DT\801984FR.doc (PE438.233v01-00) (19th January, 2010) 
and the mid-mandate report (Mezières, J-F, Paleocrassas, S; and Parkin, S 
(October, 2010) 

REFLECTION 

This report is a reflection on three elements of the role of the EP Experts on the ETF 
Board: in relations to the institutions of the EU and the ETF; in relation to the ETF 
Policies and Processes; in relation to utilisation of expert contribution.

It ends with a consideration of future challenges and opportunities for ETF -
intrinsically, and as an agency of the EU.

Throughout, I have tried to avoid duplicating formal communications and reports 
from and about ETF, instead trying to make additional or different observations that 
may be of use to MEPs.

Institutional relationships

At the beginning of my mandate there was, and still is, an ambiguity around the role 
of the EP Experts and their relationships.   Achieving a sense of personal agency 
remains problematic for me.  Although relationships with the EP are cordial, they are 
with a very small number of MEPs and officers.  Throughout, the ETF has welcomed 
and integrated the EP Experts into activities, but it has other constitutional reporting 
and communicating routes with parliamentarians (e.g. EFT Director personal reports 
and presentations; formal budget, finance and auditing processes) that are properly 
viewed more seriously by the EP and the ETF.

As a consequence, and possibly sensibly, the EP Experts have contributed as ETF 
non-voting Board Members according to their expertise, being able to offer views 
and ask questions independent both of member countries (voting board members) 
and any EU institution.  However, the quality (and utility) of this type of contribution is 
unevaluated by either ETF or the EP.

ETF Policy and Process

My colleagues will be offering their own perspectives on the last three years, so here 
I am offering my personal experience and reflections on ETF Policy and Processes. 



As well as bi-annual board meetings, I have attended a number of special 
conferences on, for example, Education and Business Cooperation, Sustainability 
(see next section) and more recently, Migration and Skills.  I have also commented 
on future work programmes, reports on past performance, and various other 
documents, publications, budgets and accounts.  At times, I have argued for more 
clarity in budget and finance presentation (allowing for necessary protocols), less 
cumbersome documentation, and accessible language in leaflets, newsletters and so 
on. 

In the last three years there have been structural changes to ETF organisation which 
are too new to judge, but which seem to be sensible, as is a welcome tightening not 
only what ETF does, but also how it does it.  One of my colleagues, Stamatis 
Paleocrassas, was part of the working group for a major evaluation of ETF activities 
from 2006-2010 and has reported on this at more length. 

Annual work programmes and priorities are drawn from a framing 2010-2013 mid-
term perspective strategy, and include Regional and Country Projects (geographic), 
and Thematic Expertise Development, and functional activities such as support to 
the European Commission, capacity building, policy analysis and dissemination.  
Multi-dimensional planning is not easy, not least in its implementation, and while the 
recent evaluation found much to be positive about, benefits from ETF interventions in 
capacity building (largest number of target outputs in 2012 work programme) were 
less easy to identify.     

I think this difficulty will be partly overcome through what is called The Torino 
Process, started in 2010 with the purpose of developing an evidence-based analysis 
of VET policies in a partner (or any other) country. Of the partner countries, 22 of the 
29 participated, arriving at a consensus on a framework for conducting serial 
analyses that would enable comparison over time (see ETF documentation).  The 
Torino Process combines analysis across countries, identifying success factors from 
which all partners can learn with in-country depth to increase coherence and 
cooperation with other EU and non-EU 1 activities.  Reflecting and learning from the 
evidence of what works and acting accordingly will be, in my view, a major 
contribution to ETF’s ability to focus resources and effort on areas where need 
and/or potential impact is greatest, and to collaborate to best effect with other
organisations working with partner countries.      

Expert contribution

The ETF works in the context of EU external relations policies and other policy areas 
relating to education and skills, matching skills to labour market needs as well as 
overarching policy objective as set out in The Lisbon Treaty and 2020 Strategy. 

                                           
1  For example, OECD, World Bank, EBRD, ADB, UNESCO, ILO 



The Lisbon Treaty describes the EU’s role in the external world, including 
sustainable development, conflict prevention, and eradicating poverty and inequality. 
All bear on the work of the ETF, not least sustainable development: 

“Sustainable development is the overarching long-term goal of the European 
Union, set out in the Treaty … Recognising these linkages, the EU is 
exploiting the mutually reinforcing elements of economic, social and 
environmental policy.” 2

The ETF seeks to incorporate key EU policy areas into its operations and activities, 
including sustainable development, one of my areas of expertise.  Two workshops In 
November 2010 and September 2011 on Skills for Sustainable Development were 
held with participants from EU and ETF partner countries.  Subsequently, an ETF 
position paper has been published in 2011, with a plan for integrating sustainability 
into ETF activities incorporated into the 2012 work programme. 3  A meeting in
Ukraine later in 2012 will explore how to introduce indicators into the Torino Process 
for sustainability in education (particularly VET) policies.  I have contributed to one of 
the workshops, commented on documentation and had discussions with staff.  

From the documents and activities, it is clear the ETF fully understands the 
importance of human capital in delivering not only sustainable development, but 
doing so in a way that stimulates new kinds of jobs and ways of living that build 
resilience into communities and regions. (Resilience here based on being able to 
meet environmental, social and economic goals at the same time).  My concern, 
however, is the leisurely pace of this process, given the evidence of short-term 
manifestations of food, water and energy shortages (complicated by climate 
distortion through greenhouse gas emissions) and the likely opportunities for low-
carbon economic renewal that will be missed.  

My other areas of expertise, which lie in governance, policy processes and 
leadership; communication and advocacy; behavioural change, have been more 
diffusely utilised as an ETF board member and are therefore covered by preceding 
sections of this report. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE

A constellation of major challenges face not only ETF and its partner countries but 
also the EU: challenges economic, social and environmental.   History as well as 
research indicates that positive outcomes depend on human capital – the quality of 
leaders, and the capabilities of those that they lead.  

Upheavals in some partner countries are demanding more of ETF resources – rightly 
so for both human capacity development and for diplomatic reasons (including 
Libya).  Meanwhile, global economic contraction puts pressure on available EU 
                                           
2 http://ec.europa.eu/sustainable/ec.activities/index
3 ETF Position Paper: Sustainable Development and Education and Training, November 2011



resources and the viability of current economic development strategies in ETF 
partner countries.  

It is in this context that ETF will be developing its next strategy and completing a 
second round of The Torino Process – the evidence from which will be crucial to 
assessing progress and prioritising future activities according to need and or 
potential impact. 

All Board members and EU sponsoring bodies will be stretched by the task of 
making ends meets – ETF objectives and available resources – and it is likely that 
tough decisions will have to be made – ranging from costs of translation and 
publishing, to hard choices about in-country and regional activities, to inter-agency 
collaboration and effectiveness. 

It is from this perspective that I have drafted some priority areas for my contribution 
over the next 3 years:

1. The ETF board meeting and associated governance processes 
2. Communications and knowledge exchange between ETF and MEPs
3. Integration of ‘sustainability-literacy/capability’ as a key employability and 

economic regeneration element of VET systems (and associated capacity 
building)

4. Future strategies and annual work programmes

The role of the EP Experts is limited, and I remain committed to supporting the ETF 
and its relationship with the EP, particularly through EMPL, over the next three 
years. 

As I have not yet discussed any ‘division of labour’ with the other EP Experts, my 
draft priorities may be amended through discussion with them, MEPs and EP 
officers, and the ETF itself.  All comments are welcome. 
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