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On the grounds of Art. 5, para. 1 of the Law on the Economic and Social Council (LESC) with
Decision No. 91 of the Council of Ministers of 01.02.2023, the ESC was appointed to develop an
opinion under Art. 4, para. 1 of the LESC concerning the necessary amendments and additions to the
Law on Vocational Education and Training and with Decision No. 120 of the Council of Ministers
dated 15.02.2023, the ESC was appointed to develop an opinion under Art. 4, para. 1 of the LESC on
the topic of the "Need for introduction and possible approaches for implementation in national practice
of the Council Recommendation on individual learning accounts and of the Council Recommendation

on a European approach to micro-credentials in order to stimulate lifelong learning and employability".

In accordance with Decision No. 1 of Protocol No. 3 of the Presidents Board of 24.02.2023, Decision
No. 7 of the plenary session of the ESC of 24.02.2023 and on the grounds of Art. 13, item 7 of the
LESC, the development of the two opinions is combined in one act, which is distributed to the

Commission on Labour, Incomes, Living Standards and Industrial Relations.

Ms. Valentina Zartova, a member of the ESC from Group 1 - Employers, and Mr. Luboslav Kostov, a
member of the ESC from Group 2 - Workers and Employees, have been designated as rapporteurs for

the opinion.

At meetings of the Commission on Labour, Incomes, Living Standards and Industrial Relations on
16 March 2023 and 19 April 2023, the draft opinion was considered and adopted.

At its plenary session held on 15 May 2023, the Economic and Social Council adopted this opinion.
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ABBREVIATIONS USED

SES State Education Standard

EESC European Economic and Social Committee

ULO Unit of Learning Outcome

SMEF Shared Management European funds

LVET Law on Vocational Education and Training

ILA Individual Learning Accounts

ESC Economic and Social Council

NCOP National Classification of Occupations and Positions

PQ Professional Qualification

VET Vocational Education and Training

LOVET List of Occupations for Vocational Education and Training
STF Sector Training Funds

PEC Professional Education Centre

DigComp European Framework for Digital Competence of Citizens
ESCO European Skills, Competences, Qualifications and Occupations
STEM Science — Technology — Engineering — Mathematics
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1. Conclusions and Recommendations

1.1.  Digitization and decarbonisation, reinforced by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic,
are having a huge impact on the Bulgarian economy and workforce, which are faced
with the need for rapid adaptation to the changing environment. The pandemic has
accelerated structural changes in many sectors, increasing the pace of green and digital
transformations. The mentioned factors, together with the ongoing challenges related to
demographic changes and skill mismatches, necessitate the improvement of the legal
framework and the introduction of new tools for the development of the competences

of Bulgarian citizens.

1.2.  ESC is convinced that the success of sustainable recovery and development after the
pandemic depends on a number of factors, a key one of which is the role of VVocational
Education and Training (VET) as a factor in increasing the quality of human capital and
personal growth, which in turn promote productivity, innovation and excellence. At the
same time, it is important to raise both the image and the visibility of VET within
effective policies to promote upskilling introduced through an appropriate regulatory

framework.

1.3. The ESC shares the position that the shortage of skilled labour is becoming an
increasingly serious problem, which requires urgent measures allowing rapid transitions
from unemployment to employment, from training to employment and from
employment to higher quality employment. In recent years, the need to learn new skills
has become so obvious that it has led to the need to reform the VET system in a much
more definitive way, which will lead to significant changes in the way the entire
teaching and learning process is organized. This necessitates a rethinking of the existing
regulations in the field of VET, by clearly outlining and distinguishing, where
applicable, the approaches to the training of students in the formal education system and
at the same time implementing new approaches to increase the possibility of
professional training for persons over 16 years, including through the introduction of

new tools promoting lifelong learning.
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1.4. For many years, the problems faced by the VET system in Bulgaria were not solved
in their entirety and were not identified and analyzed in depth. The changes made in
VET to date tend to complicate the processes of acquiring qualifications for adults,
laying down a number of requirements that also hinder the process of lifelong learning.
Validation of knowledge and skills acquired through training, self-study or experience
is also excessively aggravated. Vocational education continues to produce

professionals who lack basic practical skills when starting work.

1.5. Accumulating problems are mainly expressed in the lack of prestige of VET and the
low participation rate of persons over 16 in lifelong learning, which limits their
opportunities to adapt more easily and quickly to changes in the labour market and
new technological demands on the skills and knowledge of the workforce. At the same
time, the vocational education system continues to suffer from deficits in preparing
students for future integration into the labour market, without taking into account the
current economic and market conditions. Despite the interest, the introduced training
through work (dual system of training) continues to be unattractive for employers due
to a number of set normative conditions that do not provide enough flexibility for both

employers and students.

1.6. The ESC confirms that the objectives to be served by the reformed VET policy are to
achieve sustainable competitiveness (as stated in the European Green Deal), ensure
social justice by putting into practice the first principle of the European Pillar of Social
Rights! of access to quality and inclusive education, training and lifelong learning for
everyone and building resilience for crisis response based on the experience of the

COVID-19 pandemic.

1.7. In its opinion of June 2021, the ESC? clearly states its position that increasing the
qualification and re-qualification of the working-age population should be an urgent

priority in new European and national strategic documents, as well as for stakeholders

! https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-
investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_bg

2"The current system of vocational training, qualification and re-qualification for adults in order to assess its compliance
with the development of the labour market, including the need to boost digital skills', June 2022, ESC.
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in the adult learning sector. However, this is only possible with a more serious reform
of the vocational education system, which includes the following guidelines for:
changes in the LVET, introduction of individual training accounts and micro-

certificates.

1.8. ESC recommends a reform in the system of vocational education and training,
guaranteeing its quality and efficiency, including through the normative introduction
of mechanisms and procedures to promote the provision of vocational training for
adults by licensed vocational training centres established at: the nationally
representative organizations of employers and workers (including at the

sectoral/branch level), enterprises or at vocational and higher schools®.

1.9. ESC considers that more categorical amendments and additions to the LVET are
needed, aimed at increasing the quality of VET and facilitating access to training for
those employed in all types of contractual relationships. It is necessary to reconsider
the transitions to and between jobs, between employment and unemployment status,
and the conditions for access to training should be adapted to the new realities imposed
by the digital and green transition. According to the ESC, the main amendments and

additions to the LVET should be aimed at:

1.9.1. Changing the approach to the preparation of the List of Occupations for Vocational
Education and Training (LOVET) occupations by consolidating and modernizing it,
reducing the number of occupational specialties included in the list and enabling the
training of broad-based specialists, such as the acquisition process of the knowledge
and skills within the specific professional training should be organized in short courses

with the aim of rapid professional transitions.

1.9.2. Changes in LOVET should be aimed at and result in the development and
implementation of a model of integrated curricula that can be modified and adapted to
the needs of a specific sector or enterprise. Such an approach will contribute to

increasing job opportunities in all sectors of the economy by facilitating transitions

3 Text of the draft National Tripartite Agreement agreed in 2022,
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from training to employment, from unemployment to employment and from
employment to higher quality of employment, creating high-quality professionals with
a solid broader base in a separate professional orientation and opportunities for rapid

acquisition of new specific competences.

1.9.3. Atthe same time, VET should target and cover the needs of micro, small and medium-
sized enterprises (which find it more difficult to invest in the development of their
human resources) by providing targeted support and more incentives to build and
upgrade skills, knowledge and the attitudes of those employed in them. This will

contribute to increasing both their productivity and the competitiveness of enterprises.

1.9.4. According to the ESC, carrying out deeper reforms in the field of VET entails a
number of risks, mostly related to the resistance of the system to new changes and
often to the desire to preserve the status quo. However, we believe that in the context
of the new European objectives for 2030 and the need to increase the competitiveness
of the Bulgarian economy, imperative and essential reforms should be carried out.
These should encourage lifelong learning for all and aim to build strong partnerships
with the active participation of social partners, including through annual monitoring

of skills supply/demand and anticipation of specific competence needs.

1.9.5. ESC welcomes and supports, as a first step for reforms in the VET system, the
established interdepartmental working group (Order No. RD09-5925/20.12.22 of the
Minister of Education and Science) for the preparation of the Law for amending and
supplementing of the LVET and the work started from the beginning of 2023 .by
organizing small working groups on various policies relating to VET. However, the
ESC expresses its concerns that there is once again an understated desire by the system
of the Ministry of Education and Science to take steps for substantial changes in
LVET. Therefore, it recommends greater commitment to the leadership of the Ministry
of Education, Culture and Sports, so that the proposals collected so far should be
considered not only in thematic areas, but also as parts of an overall policy that clearly
reflects the specifics of vocational education and vocational training for persons over

16 years of age and guarantees a high quality of VET. In this regard, the ESC appeals
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to more frequent convening of the Advisory Council to the Minister of Education and

Science in order to discuss the progress and next steps in the development of VET.

1.9.6. ESC supports as required the amendments and additions related to: the validation of
professional knowledge, skills and competences; facilitating access to inclusion in
adult learning; introduction and regulation of learning in an electronic environment;
building an objective and effective system for tracking the realization of VET
graduates; facilitating access and providing career guidance; increasing the quality of
VET,; improving the system of learning through work (such as the dual system of
learning) and bringing out the specifics of adult learning, including through the
development and adoption of a new law to regulate the development of skills of

persons of working age (or one for life-long learning).

1.9.7. The right approach and mechanisms for public financing and investments, in
compliance with the national needs and priorities, must be chosen and, if necessary, the
adoption of foreign practices adapted to Bulgarian conditions. Taking into account the
specificity of the different target groups and the corresponding varied and personalized
incentives and offers, the application of the "one-size-fits-all" concept should be
discontinued and individualized paths should be developed according to the specific
needs of the target groups. This is particularly true for low-skilled adults who need a
wide range of measures and actions in continuing VET, including financial (such as
sectoral training funds, individual training accounts) and non-financial incentives (such

as information, orientation, guidance, motivation, individual training).

1.9.8. The system for forecasting the needs of qualifications and skills (currently administered
by the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Labour and Social Policy and the Employment
Agency) should be developed and unified by creating a common mechanism tailored to
the specific target group, regional specifics and labour market needs, with the aim of

creating quality jobs and improvement of working conditions in enterprises.
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1.9.9. An important factor in increasing employability and mobility within the labour market
is the development of the so-called "soft skills" which include social skills* and key
competences such as citizenship skills®, entrepreneurial skills, etc. These skills should
be included in education and training, focusing more on practical tasks and solving

specific cases.

1.9.10. The ESC recommends introducing appropriate support for employers and prospective
workers to promote the provision and inclusion of internships, including with the
financial support of European funds (according to the Recommendation on the Quality
of Apprenticeships)®, such as pre-employment training through work - to help
individuals develop their competences and to prepare for the specific workplace, which

will give them more opportunities to more fully master a certain profession.

1.9.11. Although guidelines related to the new requirements of the labour market are laid down
in the SES, the ESC believes that the traditional role of VET in developing practical and
technical competences for individual professions should be expanded. Greater emphasis
should be placed on key professional knowledge and skills related to technological
transformation and the green transition, on the one hand, and on the other — with
increasing levels of language and mathematical literacy, introducing training modules
in general and specific digital skills and better equipping learners with transversal skills
such as teamwork, critical thinking and problem solving. At the same time, efforts
should be made to increase hybridity in the way VET is provided: in person, including
evening training and Saturday-Sunday training, electronic and blended to increase

access to qualification training.

1.9.12. According to the ESC, SES make an important contribution to the transparent
representation of the skills to be mastered in the course of training in a particular

occupation, as they focus on the competences (knowledge and skills) that learners must

4 European Labour Authority. Six soft skills you need in the post-pandemic workplace, https://eures.ec.europa.eu/six-
soft-skills-you-need-post-pandemic-workplace-2022-04-20_bg

5 https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/vet-glossary/glossary?letter=K#glossary-150184

& https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/BG/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014H0327(01) &from=EN
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acquire and provide specific guidelines for development of curricula and content. But
given the dynamic environment in which the Bulgarian labour market operates, it is
necessary to ease the mechanism for amending and supplementing the SES, as well as
to enrich its content with modules related to digital transformation and the green

transition, including for specific digital skills. as stated in item 1.9.11.

1.9.13. It is necessary to update the framework programs for professional training, in which
more flexible requirements for the entry level of education are laid down and to include
the possibility of complete distance learning and/or learning in an electronic

environment with a clear regulation to guarantee flexibility and quality.

1.9.14. The ESC identified the need to include vocational guidance and career counselling as
an integral part of vocational training, resuming the practice in SES of presenting the

profession itself.

1.9.15. The ESC recognizes the great importance of work-based learning introduced in 2014
(dual system of learning), which provides students the opportunity to acquire a
professional qualification, with practical training in a real working environment with a
methodologically prepared mentor alternating with theoretical training in schools or
other institutions in the VET system. However, this system has shown imperfections
over the years, which should be overcome by amending and supplementing both the
LVET and the by-laws. The ESC recommends that tax breaks and support be introduced
for employers who are registered and provide work-based learning if they commit to
providing jobs for successful graduates. In this way, motivation will be achieved both
for employers to be more actively involved in the process of training through work, as

well as for trainees and their parents. Information campaigns will also be useful.

1.10. The ESC supports the position that Individual Learning Accounts (ILA) are one
of the tools to finance life-long learning where funding is a barrier to learning. In
Bulgaria, the participation of persons over 16 years of age in life-long learning continues
to remain at a low level, far from the EU average. This fact requires a new approach that

builds on existing financing mechanisms. In this regard, the ESC believes that, in
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addition to the other accepted instruments, the ILA mechanism should also be
introduced, recommending the creation of a working group to develop a Roadmap for
the introduction of ILA, which will serve for the preparation of the planned pilot
projects under the programs, financed by SMEF (VE and the Program for Development

of Human Resources 2021 — 2027), taking into account the following:

1.10.1 ILAis an option that requires careful implementation assessment, with detailed analysis
of: the cost-benefit relationship, regulatory commitment, organizational administration,
scope, quality assurance, labour market outcome, career added value development and

level of labour force participation.

1.10.2. The ESC is convinced that the introduction of mechanisms for sustainable and easily
accessible financing of the training of the workforce ensures an increase in its
participation in lifelong learning. However, it is important to emphasize that the social
partners should have a key role in training the employed, and that public authorities
should have a decisive role in training the inactive and unemployed, as well as in

stimulating employers to invest in the skills of their employees.

1.10.3. The ESC perceives ILA as one of the tools for increasing the skills and retraining of the
population of working age, recommending that the introduction of ILA should be done
initially through an experimental opening of accounts for training of employed persons
(employed or self-employed), supported by funds from the Program for Development
of Human Resources. This means that the inter-ministerial working group for the
development of a concept of sectoral funds at the Ministry of Education and Culture
should speed up the development of an appropriate mechanism and priority funding for
a joint action operation to create at least 7 pilot sectoral training funds managed by the

social partners’, as early as 2023.

1.10.4. The ESC considers that the principle of cost sharing between all participants in the
process through an appropriate ratio should be respected in terms of funding. When

introducing ILA, additional financial burdens should not be placed on enterprises,

" EESC Opinion: "Training and Employability Package", 2022, p. 4, SOC/708 - EESC-2021-06548-00-00-AC-TRA (EN)
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especially considering that small and medium-sized enterprises represent 99% of

Bulgarian enterprises.

1.10.5. The ESC supports the creation of a public national register of quality-assured and
recognized training offers, career guidance and validation as set out in the Council
Recommendation on individual training accounts®, as well as the creation of a single
national digital portal providing information on available training opportunities and
assistance. This portal can be built on the basis of the developed and already functioning

electronic register of providers of training through vouchers at the Employment Agency.

1.10.6. ESC is convinced that the responsible institutions must adequately support and finance
the provision of quality training to achieve the desired results. Special measures should
be put in place for the scope of ILA to ensure that vulnerable groups are not isolated.
Ensuring the effective participation of the national and sectoral social partners is of key

importance for finding the most suitable models for the introduction of ILA.

1.10.7. ILA should not replace well-established training practices and provisions funded by
national or European programs by employers or workforce representatives. Therefore,
they should be developed as an alternative model to the other instruments and, above

all, should be implemented through the sectoral training funds®.

1.11. The ESC defines micro-credentials as an important tool for the assessment and
recognition of acquired competences that are in demand on the labour market in the
short and medium term and are essential for future job creation. Therefore, it is of crucial
importance to develop a normative framework for their introduction into the Bulgarian
teaching and educational practice based on an analysis of the benefits, taking into

account the following key guidelines:

1.11.1. ESC has identified an urgent need for workers with transversal skills specific to each

activity and position, especially digital and STEM skills (Science, Technology,

8 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8944-2022-1NIT/bg/pdf
9 ESC/3/063/2020. New financial instruments for the development of lifelong learning. 2020, https://esc.bg/wp-
content/uploads/2021/01/analysis-esc-3-63-2020-bg-1.pdf
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1.11.2.

1.11.3.

1.11.4.

Engineering and Mathematics), which are vital for the digital transformation of the
Bulgarian economy and its greening. Enabling the approval of short and more focused
training leading to micro-credentials should be among the top priorities of the Ministry
of Education and Science and the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, given that
education and skills development have been identified as priorities for 2023, declared

as the European Year of Skills?®.

The introduction of micro-certificates will guarantee the possibility of mutual
recognition of knowledge, skills and competences acquired in the course of work. The
ESC recognizes that micro-credentials will increase workers' opportunities to access
flexible lifelong learning and can complement the upskilling and reskilling of the
workforce. For this purpose, micro-credentials should be recognized both as a
supplement or a step to professional qualifications and for the acquisition of key

competences and social skills.

According to the ESC, micro-credentials should be endorsed and recognized by the
social partners, VET institutions, labour market institutions, with all parties contributing
to the development of standards for the method of awarding, the assessment procedure
and the duration of the short-term courses leading to the issue of a micro-credential. At
the same time, training providers should be given sufficient autonomy to respond to the

needs of businesses for certain skills.

Validation through micro-credentials of informal and self-directed learning, prior
learning and work experience is essential to reduce the expected long-term learning
periods. The issued documents should be recognized as proof of achieved results and
not only as proof of attendance, analogous to the well-known certificates and other

similar documents.

10 https://commission.europa.eu/strateqy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/european-year-skills-

2023 bg
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1.11.5. ESC recommends introducing mechanisms guaranteeing the quality assurance of the
conducted trainings, as this is a key issue for guaranteeing the confidence of the trainee

and the employer.

1.11.6. The introduction of micro-credentials should be made flexible and the regulation
tailored to whether the training forms part of a full qualification or is for a specific (e.g.
digital) competence. In the first case, a more conservative approach and stricter

regulation is recommended, while in the second, more freedom is allowed.

1.11.7. The Ministry of Labour and Social Policy and the Employment Agency should also
play an important role in the process of administration and implementation of programs
related to the issuance of micro-credentials to increase the skills and qualifications of
the workforce, especially the unemployed and inactive persons, in order to give them
provide the right competencies and facilitate initial entry or transitions into the labour
market. In order to increase access to learning, it is important to have high-quality,
effective and inclusive guidance and counselling services to better identify the most
appropriate learning offer for all and for each one - especially for migrants, refugees,
people with low level of education, persons without qualifications and other
disadvantaged groups. An important factor for this is the availability of skills needs
clearly formulated by employers when applying for vacant positions in order to identify,

consult, guide and include in appropriate training.

1.11.8. Flexibility is therefore needed in the micro-credentials implementation system when it
comes to training approaches that take into account the needs of businesses and workers
on the one hand, and vulnerable groups in the labour market on the other, while strongly
emphasizing the role of social partners in the management of education and training

systems.

1.11.9. The introduction of micro-certificates should also be supported by a transparent
mechanism for their recognition, accumulation and transfer. This can only be done in
an electronic environment by creating or upgrading an existing -electronic

system/platform to acquire the quality of a National Register for the maintenance of
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micro-credential data®, which will give access to all interested parties to easily manage

the acquired micro-credentials.

/signed/
Zornitsa Roussinova
PRESIDENT OF THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COUNCIL

11 A registry means an electronic platform that allows individuals and organizations to issue and share micro-credentials
and that contains identification data for the learner and the training organizations (micro-credentials). The platform should
also be able to integrate with learning management systems and other educational technology platforms, or provide such
functionality itself, providing learners with personalized learning paths.

15

ESC/4/036/2023 Commission on Labour, Incomes, Living Standards and Industrial Relations



