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HAC International Advisory Board Meeting

25-26 October 2013
Meeting Summary and Recommendations

Introduction
The International Advisory Board of the Hungarian Accreditation Committee held its annual meeting in Budapest at the HAC offices on 25-26 October 2013. The meeting on both days was chaired by HAC President Ervin Balázs. Board members present were, Nick Harris, Jasmina Havranek, Jürgen Kohler, and Christian Thune. Stanislaw Chwirot and Helmut Konrad sent regrets. HAC members Ferenc Gazdag, János Hebling, Ákos Jobbágy and Katalin É. Kiss and Hungarian Advisory Board members Gábor Bojár, Gábor Makara and Péter Závodszky as well as Deputy Secretary General Éva Ruff attended the first day of the meeting. Secretary General Tibor Szántó and program officer for foreign affairs Christina Rozsnyai joined the meetings on both days.
The main focus of the meeting was to discuss the external review of the HAC by an ENQA panel. Background documents provided to participants were the HAC Self-Evaluation Report and the ENQA review report; the HAC letter sent to ENQA after the panel site visit to inform them of recent legislative changes in Hungary; the HAC Strategy; and the ENQA letter requesting clarification on two issues: the HAC’s independence and its financial situation. In addition, the Board received a report on the follow-up actions by HAC on the Board Recommendations from 2012. 

Given that the meeting took place at a critical time for the HAC as it is anticipating the ENQA decision on whether it will retain the HAC’s membership, the discussion between the International and Hungarian Advisory Board members and HAC representatives proved especially fruitful. 
The Hungarian Advisory Board members expressed their wish to address a joint letter to the Secretary of State for Higher Education to press for a guarantee of both the independence and reliable financing for the HAC that should be guaranteed by legislation and implemented in practice. They stressed that such action would be crucial for the renewal of HAC membership in ENQA but, just as importantly, for the operation of the HAC in the future and the implications of international recognition or its revocation on the Hungarian higher education degrees and diplomas.
At the Saturday meeting, HAC President Ervin Balázs gave an update to the members of the International Advisory Board on the HAC’s activities since the Self-Evaluation Report was written. Concluding the meeting the Board formulated the ensuing Recommendations. 
Recommendations of the HAC’s International Advisory Board
Preamble
The International Advisory Board, which the HAC set up in the very first year of its establishment in 1993, values the HAC’s achievements over the course of the past two decades. Having observed the HAC’s developments and its strong international presence in these years, the Board could see how the HAC became a model for higher education quality assurance in the region and how it has been an active player in the advancement of the European Higher Education Area. The Board would wish that the HAC continue to be present and active in ensuring and enhancing quality assurance in Europe in the decades that follow. 
The Board was pleased to meet HAC members and members of the Hungarian Advisory Board at the Friday meeting where it enjoyed an open and fruitful discussion with them. The Board appreciates the spirit with which the HAC has established a vision for its present and future role and respects its dedication to assuring the quality of Hungarian higher education. At the same time, the HAC is open to advice and compromise in order to ensure that it operates for the benefit of its stakeholders without losing sight of the internationally accepted and required standards.

International Advisory Board Recommendations

HAC Independence

1. The Board received the HAC Self-Evaluation Report, the ENQA review report and the letter from the President of ENQA regarding the reservations of the ENQA Board to decide on the continued membership of the HAC without additional clarifications about the HAC’s independence and financial security. The Board recognizes that the HAC, just as quality assurance agencies in other countries in Europe, operates within a given legal framework and that the agency and the responsible government authority are partners who together work to assure the quality of education in compliance with international standards. 
The Board recommends, therefore, that the HAC reassure ENQA that it is consulting with the Hungarian Ministry of Human Resources, and more specifically with the Secretary of State for Higher Education, about the importance of not only declaring its independence in legislation – which has been implemented since the external review of HAC took place – but also receiving guarantees, within a reasonable time, for the de facto independence of its operations and decision-making. 
2. For sake of transparency and public trust it is essential that the personal independence of those who serve the HAC is guaranteed both de facto and de jure. To that end, the members of the International Advisory Board strongly recommend that there should be a legal guarantee which ensures that HAC members can only be dismissed on grounds of serious misconduct in relation to HAC's mission and specified tasks, and only after the grounds have been set out in a document to them stating the facts and the reasoning on which the decision is based.

3. In the opinion of the International Advisory Board, the fact that the Ministry can, on appeal, grant licence to institutions and programmes which did not obtain accreditation by HAC does not infringe upon HAC’s independence as defined and expected by the ESG. Nevertheless, in general such ministerial decisions, if made generously, do not constitute good practice. Further the Board recommends that the HAC revisit, together with the Ministry, the issue of appeal to the HAC’s decisions in principle (ESG 3.7). Two reasons can be identified: Firstly, the HAC’s resolutions are public and thus constitute a judgment on the quality of an institution or programme, which must be safeguarded vis-à-vis the general public. Secondly, clarity on the appeals issue would underline the independence of such decisions from the licensing function that is external to the HAC. 
4. Similarly for sake of transparency and public information, the Board recommends that the HAC once more raise with the Ministry the possibility of publishing a HAC accreditation label for accredited institutions and programmes in the higher education entrance catalogue (Felvételi Tájékoztató) in order to ensure that students are aware of the programs’ quality status when making their higher education selection.

HAC funding

5. As a consequence of consistent lack of reliable and adequate funding that corresponds to the workload in line with the HAC’s legal mandate of operation it is not clear neither to this Board nor to ENQA how the HAC is able to fulfil its mandate in a consistent manner. It seems to the Board that the HAC is able to do so only with great difficulty, and it cannot fulfil additional requirements for quality assurance agencies set down in the ESG, such as system-wide analyses of the effects and benefits of the HAC’s quality assurance.
Therefore, the Board recommends that the HAC develop a mid- and long-term plan in line with its existing Strategy, setting down actions in order of priorities and determining the required costs for each, and discuss the plans with the Ministry, under whose budget it operates. The HAC should adapt its planned activities to the budget that the Ministry can reasonably guarantee and be open to reducing activities without compromising its main mission. 

HAC Internal Operations
6. The Board recommends to the HAC to formulate, and would appreciate to discuss at its next annual meeting, a real Strategic Plan that considers the HAC’s strategic potential with a view to its mission, to replace or elaborate on the current document with its to-do list of activities derived from the legislated mandate. The Strategy should reflect how the HAC takes a proactive role to be a partner and make its voice heard in the discussions on issues affecting the quality of Hungarian higher education, such as the development of vocational higher education programmes and the planned review of the bachelor-master structure. 
7. As to specific accreditation activities, the Board urges the HAC not to take on assignments on a deadline that will not allow considered quality decisions, as seems to have been the case with vocational higher education programme applications.
8. The Board recommends that, in HAC’s Strategy and plans of action, rigorous internal quality assurance activities are assigned a high priority. Such activities would include the ongoing and regular training of staff and experts; the ongoing and regular review of its expert pool with a reliable mechanism for updating it based on quality considerations and an attempt to involve HEI’s in suggesting expert candidates; and intermittent and regular discussion within the HAC at its plenary meetings on the HAC’s mission and principles.
The Board tentatively set the dates of the next annual meeting for Friday and Saturday, October 24/25, or alternately October 31/November 1, 2014, depending on the workday changes in the Hungarian calendar.
Noted down by Christina Rozsnyai on October 30, 2013.
Amended and approved by the HAC Board via electronic mail.
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The HAC Secretariat

Christina Rozsnyai
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