
DDeessppiittee  tthhee  ffaacctt  tthhaatt  tthheeyy  ddoo  nnoott  hhaavvee  aannyy  ddiirreecctt  rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess,,  tthhee  PPrroovviinncciiaall  CCoouunncciillss  iinn  tthhee  tthhrreeee  hhiissttoorriiccaall  pprroovviinncceess  hhaavvee
mmaaddee  tthheeiirr  pprreesseennccee  ffeelltt,,  wwiitthh  tthheeiirr  ssuuppppoorrtt,,  iinn  tthhee  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ooff  VVooccaattiioonnaall  TTrraaiinniinngg..  WWee  hhaavvee  ssppookkeenn  wwiitthh  tthhee  pprroovviinncciiaall
ccoouunncciilllloorrss  iinn  cchhaarrggee  ooff  tthhiiss  iinn  AAllaavvaa,,  BBiizzkkaaiiaa  aanndd  GGiippuuzzkkooaa  ttoo  ffiinndd  oouutt  aatt  ffiirrsstt  hhaanndd  tthheeiirr  vviieeww  ooff  VVooccaattiioonnaall  TTrraaiinniinngg  aanndd  tthhee
aaccttiivviittyy  ppllaannss  tthhaatt  tthheeiirr  ddeeppaarrttmmeennttss  aarree  pprreeppaarriinngg..

The Provincial Councils are all behind
Vocational Training

""WWee  ccoonnssiiddeerr  VV..TT..  ttoo  bbee  aa  ssttrraatteeggiicc  ffaaccttoorr  iinn
tthhee  iinndduussttrriiaall  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ooff  AAllaavvaa""

IInn  hhiiss  ooffffiiccee  aatt  AAllaavvaa  PPrroovviinncciiaall  CCoouunncciill,,  CCaarrllooss  SSaammaanniieeggoo,,
DDeeppuuttyy--lleeaaddeerr  ooff  tthhee  CCoouunncciill  aanndd  CCoouunncciilllloorr  ffoorr  EEccoonnoommiicc
PPrroommoottiioonn  aanndd  IInnnnoovvaattiioonn  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt,,  sshhoowwss  uuss  tthhee
ppuubblliiccaattiioonn  ""AAllaavvaa  ffoorr  iinnvveessttmmeenntt"",,  tthhaatt  AAllaavvaa  PPrroovviinncciiaall
CCoouunncciill  uusseess  ttoo  ttrryy  aanndd  ffiinndd  nneeww  iinnvveessttoorrss..  TThhee  ppuubblliiccaattiioonn
hhiigghhlliigghhttss  AAllaavvaa’’ss  ffoouurr  ttrruummpp  ccaarrddss::  ""SSttrraatteeggiicc  llooccaattiioonn,,
llooggiissttiiccaall  ppootteennttiiaall,,  qquuaalliittyy  ooff  lliiffee……aanndd  pprreessttiiggiioouuss  vvooccaattiioonnaall
ttrraaiinniinngg""..  WWee  ssppookkee  aabboouutt  tthhiiss  vvooccaattiioonnaall  ttrraaiinniinngg  wwiitthh  tthhee
pprroovviinncciiaall  ccoouunncciilllloorr..

- The Provincial Council was a pioneer in promoting

Vocational Training. What do you remember about the role

of the Council at the beginning?

– The work that Vocational Training centres are carrying out in
the historical province of Alava is proving to be essential for im-
proving our working population’s qualifications and for providing
a top-quality response to the demands of the world of business. 

Since 1997, Alava Provincial Council has been signing agree-
ments to collaborate with Vocational Training centre associations
in the Basque Country (IKASLAN and HETEL), and with the Ca-
ja Vital Kutxa savings bank to make it possible to carry out cam-

paigns to support and promote V.T. in Alava. Through these cam-
paigns all the students who are finishing Compulsory Secondary
Education and A-levels are given a guide/book that aims to pro-
vide advice about all the Basic and Advanced Training Cycles of-
fered in Alava. This information is also available on the web pa-
ge, www.fp-alava.es. We should point out that in this campaign
we have aimed to lay special emphasis on raising awareness to
encourage women to choose training specialities that have tra-
ditionally been considered to be only for men and that are very
much in demand in Alava. It is also worth pointing out that this
campaign received the Emakunde Award in 2001 in its adverti-
sing section.

We have also been collaborating for years with centres to de-
velop the international side of training for V.T. students by fun-
ding work experience abroad (Leonardo grants). We are also co-
llaborating in the "Urrats Bat" project to encourage new business
projects among young students that might result in the creation
and launching of businesses.

- What other aspects would you stress in the history of the

provincial Council’s collaboration with Vocational Training

Centres?

– Probably as a result of the size of our province, V.T. centres in
Alava are in permanent contact with the world of business in
Alava and have first-hand knowledge of the needs and demands
of our businessmen to improve the working population’s quali-
fications. Alava Provincial Council is aware of this situation and
has made these centres the main beneficiaries of the funding
provided in aid programmes for training.

- The Provincial Council is supporting Vocational Training

centres in their updating process with new information

technologies. How is it doing this?

– Alava Provincial Council has taken an active part in the crea-
tion and technological development of various V.T. centres in
Alava, which at the present time can be described as being at
the forefront in the spreading of new technologies and which
have management models (EFQM) that are making excellent
progress. As a result since 1999, Alava Provincial Council has
allocated more than 5.5 million Euros for investment in equip-
ment for training in V.T. centres in Alava. 

Furthermore, since 1999 Alava Provincial Council has financed
more than 600 courses organised by V.T. centres that have be-
en aimed at recycling the working population or at occupational
training courses and the Provincial Council has allocated more
than 3 million Euros to these. A high percentage of these trai-
ning activities have been aimed at introducing new technolo-
gies. V.T. centres have also taken an active part in the ADAPT@
initiative that is financed by Alava Provincial Council, the Caja Vi-
tal Kutxa savings bank and the European Social Fund, to make
it easier for workers to adapt to new information and knowled-
ge technologies. 

-  What would you highlight about the work that your de-

partment is currently doing with regard to V.T.?

Probably the close, continuous relationship that exists between
the different centres and the Department of Economic Affairs,
which enables us to exchange information on a permanent ba-
sis and to discover at first-hand the specific demands and ne-
eds of centres. We also need to stress that in 2004 Alava Pro-
vincial Council formed part of the Basque V.T. Council where the

Councillor for Economic Promotion and Innovation
Management for Alava Provincial Council

Carlos Samaniego
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Basque V.T. Plan was approved for the period 2004-2007 with
some very ambitious challenges.

-  What importance does the Provincial Council give to Vo-

cational Training?

- Levels of business and economic development are closely re-
lated to people’s training. As a result, it plays a vital role in re-
gional economies, where the workforce’s qualifications level re-
presents a significant trump card when it comes to attracting in-
vestment. Economic activity in our province is mainly industrial
although this is supplemented by commerce, the Civil Service,
construction and company services. In this context, the work
being done at V.T. centres in Alava is proving to be essential for
improving the qualifications of our working population and for
providing a top-quality response to the demands of the world of
business. Alava Provincial Council is aware of this situation so
support for Vocational Training is an important referent when it
comes to preparing the budget and we allocate a significant
amount of the budgetary credits that we have to V.T.

-  What direction do you think that changes in Vocational

Training will take in the future?

- Knowledge is becoming the great productive force in our cen-
tury, as it is only through this that the gigantic amount of availa-
ble information that now exists can be turned into something va-
luable. This knowledge is not restricted to academic or techni-
cal information, but includes the inseparable relationship bet-
ween thought, feeling and action that exists in people. Our edu-
cation systems have been structured to pass on technical kno-
wledge, that is, to train industrial workers. However if we want
to be active agents in the construction of a new society we must
go one step further. We need our workers to acquire new infor-
mation and interpretation possibilities and to progress and de-
velop on their own; that is, they should be self-productive. 

As a result of this we are faced with a new education model.
Education has gone from being focused on the person who te-
aches (teacher) to focus on the person who learns (the student).
So the teacher’s job is being transformed from merely passing
on knowledge to being a guide in the learning process that pro-
vides resources and offers opportunities so that students can
become self-productive. We feel that V.T. must develop teaching
methods to ensure that permanent learning is continuous all
throughout people’s lives. In this context the use of communi-
cation and information technologies will be an important referent
in the field of learning (e-learning) and work.

- What plans does your department have for the future of

Vocational Training?

– As far as Alava Provincial Council is concerned, we consider
V.T. to be a strategic factor in the industrial development of Ala-
va and a commitment to the future, so we will be continuing to
support it as far as our budgetary funds allow us to. Neverthe-
less we feel that all the agents involved in training must focus a
large part of our aims on attracting women to the industrial op-
tions with high rates of placing students in jobs. Now that we
have managed to make V.T. synonymous with employability, we
must encourage people to decide on specialities that match the
demands of business more closely, when they come to choose
a training option.

- The provincial Council was a pioneer in promoting

Vocational Training. What do you remember about the role

of your institution at the beginning?

– I think that at the time when the Provincial Council of Bizkaia
began to take part in promoting Vocational Training, we needed
to put in a lot of hard work, because V.T. was the poor relation
of education. There is no doubt that it started out from an extre-
mely negative situation in comparison with secondary school
education. In that period Vocational Training was considered to
be a second-class solution for people who were said to be no
good at studying. I think that all the hard work that public institu-
tions were able to put in, regardless of the degree of responsi-
bility that they may have had, was important. Fortunately, we
did give it this boost; we joined forces with others and basically
together with the efforts of the people who worked in the field
of V.T. itself, we have managed to make Vocational Training
what it is today: just another option, but an option that helps
young people to find employment much more than secondary
school education does, apart from the fact that it is now an ordi-
nary route to get into University. The percentage of students
that go on to University from Vocational Training centres is quite
high. We have noted that Vocational Training studies are a signi-
ficant factor when students decide to set up their own busi-
ness. It is a very important way of instilling an enterprise culture
and of setting up businesses.

- What other aspects would you stress in the history of the

provincial Council’s collaboration with Vocational Training

Centres?

– I think that the important thing is collaboration in itself. The ad-
ministrative structure that we have in this country is complex
enough to cause dysfunctions. The basic thing is for there to be
collaboration between the institutions and the agents who are
involved in Vocational Training. From the Provincial Council’s
perspective, I think that if we were encroaching upon the areas
of responsibility of other institutions, we would be duplicating
efforts and devoting financial resources to something that
would make very little sense, and as a result, we would be han-
dling things in the wrong way. However, as long as we are able
to work together, basically with the Department of Education of
the Basque Government, but also in certain areas with local bo-
dies and with the people working in V.T. in Bizkaia, and as long
as can achieve this degree of cooperation, then we will all be
doing a good job.

""TThhee  mmaaiinn  cchhaalllleennggee  iiss  ggeettttiinngg  wwoommeenn  ttoo
ttaakkee  VV..TT..  iinndduussttrriiaall  ccoouurrsseess""

EEnnccoouurraaggiinngg  ggiirrllss  ttoo  ttaakkee  tthhee  iinndduussttrriiaall  ooppttiioonnss  iinn
VVooccaattiioonnaall  TTrraaiinniinngg  iiss  oonnee  ooff  tthhee  mmaaiinn  ccoonncceerrnnss  ooff  JJuulliioo
AArrtteettxxee,,  BBiizzkkaaiiaa  PPrroovviinncciiaall  CCoouunncciilllloorr  ffoorr  EEmmppllooyymmeenntt  aanndd
TTrraaiinniinngg..

Julio Artetxe
Bizkaia Provincial Councillor for Employment and
Training

"Vocational Training is a
very important way of
instilling the culture of
setting up businesses"
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- The Provincial Council is supporting Vocational Training

centres in their updating process with new information

technologies. How is it doing this?

– We agree with the various associations that we have in
Bizkaia in the field of Vocational Training that the participation
of the Provincial Council should be in providing support for in-
corporating equipment and infrastructure in centres, as well as
in bringing ourselves up to date as far as the use of new tech-
nologies is concerned, not only in the centres themselves, to
make these technologies available to students, but also by trai-
ning teachers in new technologies, for their own benefit and
so they can pass on this knowledge to their students.

- What would you highlight about the work that your de-

partment is currently doing regarding V.T.?

– In 1999, in Bizkaia we had an unemployment rate of approxi-
mately 19%. On the Left Bank, it was over 30%, and as far as
youth unemployment was concerned, it was over 50%. This is
a social tragedy. Five years later, we find that the unemploy-
ment rate in Bizkaia is 8.3%, almost one point below the ave-
rage in the Euro Area. Male unemployment has a considerably
more presentable percentage rate, although, our female
employment rate is still a little high. 

Perhaps the main challenge that we face at the moment in
Bizkaia as far as Vocational Training is concerned, and a very
particular concern of this department, is for us to be able to get
women to study technical V.T. courses, especially the ones
connected with industrial activities. A high proportion of stu-
dents on these courses find jobs. In some of them students
find jobs even before finishing their studies. These are sectors
in which male unemployment is fairly close to structural, tech-
nical unemployment. Although society has been able to place
women on advance technical courses, for the moment we
have been unable to encourage women to break down the
absurd barriers that to a very large extent prevent them from
studying on basic level technical courses. We have commis-
sioned a study to see how we can ensure from this depart-
ment that these obstacles are removed and that women can
take part in V.T in the industrial sphere. We have taken the first
step. Women dressed as welders or carrying out control tasks
with a measuring device have played the leading roles in the
first few advertisements in this department’s "Find your oppor-
tunity" campaign. 
- What importance does the Provincial Council give to Vo-

cational Training?

– When we took responsibility for this department, one of the
first things that we considered and that we were very happy to
take on and share was the concern to reach a total degree of
collaboration as far as Vocational Training is concerned. At the
time when it was made public that I was going to take on the
Department of Employment and Training, even before I was
officially appointed to the post, the first people that I met were
from Vocational Training. I usually say that it was foreseen that
I had to do something in the field of Vocational Training. I alre-
ady come here with this concern. We have got together with
practically everyone who works in Vocational Training in Bizkaia
and we have conveyed to them how keen we are to give a sig-
nificant boost to Vocational Training and to work with them
very closely. As long as we are able to collaborate with Ikaslan
in this case, as they are the people most involved in this field,
and with other institutions, I think that we will be able to ensu-
re that Vocational Training will improve even more than it has
done in the last few years.
- What direction do you think that changes in Vocational

Training will take in the future?

– It seems to be obvious that incorporating new technologies is
going to have significant repercussions in Vocational Training
studies, but we shouldn’t forget either about more traditional
technical studies, to be precise, those courses connected with
industry. We often have the idea that we are moving towards a
tertiary society based on services, but the industrial sector is
still there. This is also a sector that, despite the delicate situa-
tion we are currently in, is a vital channel for finding work in Biz-
kaia.
The main change that I would like to have in Vocational Training
in Bizkaia would be to really get women to study on traditional

industrial courses. I think that this is a process that cannot be
stopped. Another problem is that we need to be able to help to
make the working environment as favourable as possible for the
inclusion of women.
- What plans does your department have for the future of

Vocational Training?

– Without needing to pay anyone any complements, the people
in the Basque Government Department of Education who work
in V.T. are people who are extremely committed to Vocational
Training. The truth is that they have done a commendable job,
when you see things from the outside. We are really keen to
work together and we have had meetings with them to try and
find areas where we can collaborate. The associations that work
in the field of Vocational Training in Bizkaia unanimously agree
that our funding must be used to buy equipment and incorpo-
rate new technologies in training centres.

Joaquín Villa
Gipuzkoa Provincial Councillor for Innovation and the
Knowledge Society

""VVooccaattiioonnaall  TTrraaiinniinngg  iiss  oonnee  ooff  tthhee  ddeeffiinniinngg
ffeeaattuurreess  ooff  tthhee  nneeww  GGiippuuzzkkooaa""

JJooaaqquuíínn  VViillllaa,,  pprroovviinncciiaall  ccoouunncciilllloorr  ffoorr  IInnnnoovvaattiioonn  aanndd  tthhee
KKnnoowwlleeddggee  SSoocciieettyy,,  ffeeeellss  pprroouudd  ttoo  bbee  tthhee  hheeiirr  ooff  GGiippuuzzkkooaa
PPrroovviinncciiaall  CCoouunncciill’’ss  ccoommmmiittmmeenntt  ttoo  VVooccaattiioonnaall  TTrraaiinniinngg..
""TThheerree  iiss  aa  ppaasstt  aanndd  aa  pprreesseenntt  ––hhee  ssaayyss––  tthhaatt  eennaabbllee  uuss  ttoo  llaayy
tthhee  ffoouunnddaattiioonnss  ffoorr  tthhee  ggooaall  ooff  ssttrruuccttuurraall  ccoollllaabboorraattiioonn  iinn  tthhee
ffuuttuurree,,  tthhaatt  ddooeessnn’’tt  ddeeppeenndd  oonn  tthhee  ssiittuuaattiioonn  aatt  aa  ppaarrttiiccuullaarr
ttiimmee""..

- The provincial Council was a pioneer in promoting

Vocational Training. What do you remember about the role

of your institution at the beginning?

– I proudly remember that period as I think that the course of
action we took and the boost we gave to V.T. is a reflection of
what genuine political activity and social commitment is. This
was a time with weak points and dangers:  the lack of prestige
that V.T. suffered from; the gulf between the reality of the situa-
tion in education and the needs of businesses; and funding and
facilities clearly in need of improvement. We understood the
strategic importance of V.T. for personal development, for the
competitive economic fabric and for the development and so-
cial cohesion of Gipuzkoa, and we took advantage of the oppor-
tunity provided by the financial aid we received due to the fact
that we had recently joined what is now the European Union.

This reflection process led to the launching of a comprehensive
policy with prospects of continuity, led by Imanol Murua in co-
ordination with the Basque Government (Education), that pro-
moted teacher-training, the provision of the very-latest equip-
ment, and the establishment of links between schools and their
socio-economic environment; but in which the schools them-
selves would play the leading role. In other words, the
Provincial Council, taking advantage of its ability to promote this
policy, was firstly able to appreciate the importance of V.T. to
define a better Gipuzkoa, and secondly, was able to help and fa-
cilitate, with specific policies, to design the virtuous circle that
V.T. is currently in. Since then I think that Gipuzkoa Provincial
Council has always been associated with the re-launching of
V.T.

- What other aspects would you stress in the history of the

provincial Council’s collaboration with Vocational Training

Centres?

– The aspect that I would particularly like to emphasise is the
very fact that collaboration takes place within a long-term pers-
pective. This collaboration is based on shared aims, mutual
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trust and a capacity for work, and has been reinforced as new
policies and measures have been designed and put into practi-
ce. There is a past and a present that enable us to lay the foun-
dations to achieve the goal of structural collaboration for the fu-
ture, that doesn’t depend on the situation at a particular time.

- The Provincial Council is supporting Vocational Training

centres in their updating process with new information

technologies. How is it doing this?

– The Provincial Council has defined a clear commitment to the
development of the information and knowledge society, not
only through the ordinary activities of each department but also
through a specific commitment consisting of the initiative
known as eGIPUZKOA. Here at the Department for Innovation
and the Knowledge Society, in coordination with the
Department of Education of the Basque Government, we are
supporting the integration of new technologies into the educa-
tion system. In order to do this, under an agreement that we
call eGELA we have been carrying out an initiative that consists
of teacher-training, the provision of basic digital infrastructure
(basically, connectivity), the setting up of a digital classroom in
each school, and the development of pedagogical services in
the intensive use of CIT that improve learning processes and
provide support for collaborative dynamics in a virtual commu-
nity between schools and teachers. This is an approach that go-
es beyond an updating process in the so-called NCIT´s. It aims
to make it easier to integrate V.T. into the Information and
Knowledge Society, where obviously, CIT plays an essential ro-
le, not just because of its provision, but because of the chan-
ges that it involves in the role played by teachers, pedagogical
methodologies, access to new information, access to new peo-
ple, companies and bodies that use training, the personalisa-
tion of training processes, etc.

- What would you highlight about the work that your de-

partment is currently doing regarding V.T.?

– This new department would like to update, and if possible,
improve the commitment to V.T. that the Provincial Council ma-
de in its day. In view of the new period we are facing, this com-
mitment requires new rules and measures, but is based on a
successful history of collaboration. So we want V.T. to continue
to be one of the exceptional agents in the development of life-
long training policies as a core element that enables us to de-
sign an innovative Gipuzkoa: as an innovation and knowledge-
based province. In order to achieve this, the education system

is the fundamental basis of the principles that govern our ac-
tions, which are: experiment, learn and innovate.

So we are going to continue working along these lines to achie-
ve the following to ensure that citizens play a leading role in all
this; a specific model for life-long training that acts as a driving
force for change; the use of CITs as information and communi-
cation tools in the education process to encourage a change in
the model; the development of advanced management organi-
sations; the promotion of a spirit favouring the creation of busi-
nesses; and an education/training sphere that promotes a busi-
ness culture that encourages risk-taking, creativity and innova-
tion. 

- What importance does the Provincial Council give to

Vocational Training?

– V.T. is one of the defining features of Gipuzkoa, and especially
of the new Gipuzkoa, insofar as on the basis of its own efforts
in the sphere of education it has been able to integrate the de-
velopment of people, the development of professional skills
and the development of society, with models based on quality
and a commitment to its socio-economic social environment in
a training system that has been able to integrate education and
employability.

- What direction do you think that changes in Vocational

Training will take in the future?

– There are a great many wide-ranging challenges that V.T.
must face up to. To achieve the aims we have set is going to
require the determination and commitment of the educational
community itself (families, students and teachers), the
Department of Education, companies, bodies and institutions.
However, from this department’s point of view we think that
these changes must be directed towards creating a basic net-
work to promote life-long learning (initial, occupational and con-
tinuous training); to promote employability and to get the
unemployed into jobs; to use a gender-based approach to
achieve equality between women and men in education, in em-
ployment and in society; to accept its function as a promoter of
an enterprising culture and business spirit; to acquire advanced
productive equipment for didactic uses; to integrate
Communication and Information Technology in teaching/lear-
ning processes (teacher-training, provision of infrastructure and
specific equipment, promotion of pedagogical products/resour-
ces); to ensure that permanent innovation and public-private
partnerships are its defining characteristics, and that it is a refe-
rence in European and international circles.

- What plans does your department have for the future of

Vocational Training?

– The aim of this Provincial Council and this department is quite
clear: an innovative Gipuzkoa. As far as Vocational Training is
concerned, this means turning V.T. into a basic network to pro-
mote life-long learning. We need to combine the interests of
people (personal development), businesses (competitiveness)
and society (social cohesion). Or, to express this in terms of the
European Union, we need to improve the quality and effective-
ness of education and training systems, to make it easier for
everyone to gain access to education and training systems, and
to open up our education and training systems to the outside
world.

The education system
is the fundamental
basis of the principles
that govern our
actions, which are:
experiment, learn and
innovate
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The Basque Country sets up a
mechanism for the recognition of Skills

The first few points that we are going to consider in this article
may seem reiterative, but nevertheless, they are still extremely
important and, you could say they represent the leitmotiv of many
of the measures and innovations that are being carried out in the
field of Vocational Training in the Basque Country. Sure enough,
there is a lot of talk about the competitiveness required in pro-
duction processes for goods and services, the rapid technologi-
cal changes that are taking place, the new methods of organi-
sing production, globalisation, outsourcing to low-wage coun-
tries by companies, etc. These aforementioned concepts and
others that we have not mentioned, correspond to a palpable si-
tuation, that, furthermore, is creating a world that is in a state of
permanent, dramatic change. This is why in the last few months,
the media have been talking all the time about the important bo-
ost that the economies of certain countries in the Far East, mainly
China, are undergoing, the sharp increase in the price of steel,
and the rise in the price of oil, as these are factors that may slow
down European growth. On the other hand, the expansion of the
European Union that has taken place this same year is creating
economic uncertainty in the countries that already formed part
of it.

We cannot ignore these elements that are a characteristic fea-
ture of this moment in time. In view of the challenges that we
face in a situation like the one we have just described, the lea-
ders of the member states of the EU produced the, now famous,
Lisbon Declaration of 2000, in which they advocated the need
to "turn ourselves into the most competitive and dynamic kno-
wledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable
growth, to increasingly create more and better jobs, and to achie-
ve all this while maintaining a high level of social cohesion". La-
ter came the Barcelona Declaration of 2002 which set the aim
of making European training and education systems a world-wi-
de reference point for quality by 2010 and finally, the Copenha-
gen Declaration established common criteria and principles for
all member countries concerning: the quality of Vocational Trai-
ning, permanent guidance, the transparency of levels of com-
petence and qualifications, and spoke of a credit transfer system
for Vocational Training. The Copenhagen Declaration also consi-
dered the need to establish certain common principles for the
VALIDATION OF TYPES OF NON-FORMAL AND INFORMAL

LEARNING AND WORK EXPERIENCE. We have stressed this
final resolution because this is the very subject that we are going
to deal with in this article.

1. TOWARDS A SYSTEM OF ASSESSMENT AND RECOGNI-

TION OF PROFESSIONAL SKILLS.

The aim of qualifications systems that must identify the needs
for professional skills to get jobs in the different productive sec-
tors and point out ways to acquire these skills is to provide an
effective response to the need for society to be increasingly mo-
re competent in a professional sense and more cohesive. Skills
Assessment and Recognition Systems fall within the framework
of a qualifications system that provides a degree of coherence
to training processes and makes possible life-long learning, tai-
lored as closely as possible to meet the needs for the produc-
tion of goods and services. 

The European Commission, before the aforementioned Copen-
hagen Declaration, had been recommending EU member coun-
tries to introduce Skills Recognition Systems. The aim of these
systems is none other than to launch certain mechanisms that
enable people to show the levels of competence that they have
acquired through non-formal learning and work experience, so
that these can be officially recognised. In order to do this, admi-
nistrations need to establish certain devices to check these pe-
ople’s professional skills against certain defined standards that
meet current needs in productive sectors.

The first European country to set up a Skills Recognition System
was the United Kingdom who did so in the late 1980s. In Great
Britain, up to the present time, about two million and a half peo-
ple have passed through this system. Later on, Norway, Finland,
France and Holland have followed the steps taken by the UK and
have set up recognition systems.

The experience of thousands of active people who have passed
through these mechanisms in these countries has shown that
the fact that someone has their skills officially recognised and
certified is a factor that highly motivates them to improve their
professional skills and is a stimulus for life-long learning. The prin-
cipal task of these systems is, as a result, to recognise people’s
level of competence in order to encourage their motivation to ac-
quire more and better skills. 

2. THE MECHANISM FOR THE RECOGNITION OF SKILLS IN

THE BASQUE COUNTRY.

The Autonomous Community of the Basque Country has been
the first Autonomous Community in Spain that has decided to
set up a Skills Recognition System on the initiative of the Junior
Department for Vocational Training and Life-long Learning, to
comply with one of the previsions in the Basque Vocational Trai-
ning Plan approved in 1997.

The organisation that has the job of launching and monitoring the
tasks of the Mechanism for the Assessment and Recognition of
Skills in the Basque Country is the Basque Agency for the As-
sessment of Skills and Quality in Vocational Training. The Agency,
after several years of research and having compared on the spot
the various recognition systems that are operating in Europe, has
designed an assessment and recognition model that aims to as-
sess people’s levels of competence in a highly personalised, fle-
xible manner. A framework has been established in which,
through certain simple procedures, specific tests are carried out
for each person who are then given advice on their professional
progress and shown the most suitable ways to complete their
training.

The recognition of levels of competence will be carried out by
what we call the Skills Recognition Mechanism which is defined
as an operating structure, whose procedures aim to assess the
professional skills that the active population have acquired
through work experience and non-formal learning, and certain re-
sources are used for this purpose such as: information, advice-
guidance and contrasting services or skills tests, authorised in-
formation staff and consultants and the evaluators who make up
the assessment teams.

This mechanism has already been set up with the publication of
the norms that regulate it (Decree 70/2004, of the 27th of April
and the Resolution of the Deputy Minister for Vocational Training
and Life-long learning through which the conditions, methodo-
logy and procedure are established to take the tests to attain the
qualifications of Technician and Advanced Technician through the
Skills Assessment and Recognition Mechanism), the selection
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and training of about a hundred teachers and experts who have
to act as consultants and evaluators, the training of information
staff, the preparation of tools to facilitate and simplify assess-
ment (Evidence Guides and Self-assessment Test) and the ope-
ning of the registration period for people interested in getting
their levels of competence recognised.

3. PROCEDURE FOR ASSESSING AND RECOGNISING

SKILLS.

The Skills Recognition System in the Basque Country, as we ha-
ve already pointed out, is a pioneer in Spain, and is going to be
set up gradually, bearing in mind that the mechanism is being in-
troduced for the first time and that it is complex to deal with. Al-
though it is true that we did try out our recognition mechanism
model and we were able to experiment with it, with highly sa-
tisfactory results in the experiment carried out in 2003 in the ERA
Project, we think that the experience of permanently setting it
up, will be useful for learning many things and for improving the
procedures. We have started out with seven training cycles that
can be recognised, and we hope that within a year this list might
increase substantially.

We have said that the procedures designed in our Mechanism
are personalised and flexible so that they can satisfy everyone-
’s conditions and specific circumstances. Assessment and re-
cognition is carried out in three stages that we will now briefly
mention:

• Information.

First of all people are informed about the conditions, the profes-
sional references for their corresponding qualification and the
procedure that has to be carried out. Once they have been in-
formed about this, they then register or matriculate as long as
they meet the required conditions.

• Advice.

At this stage people are provided with personalised advice,
through interviews with a professional from the sector in the Vo-
cational Training centre that they have been allocated to during
the information phase. This advice aims to ensure that people,
through self-assessment exercises and by producing a dossier,
are able to provide proof of the levels of competence that they
consider to be relevant.

• Contrasting or testing levels of competence. 

Once the advice stage is over, bearing in mind the levels of com-
petence that people have shown during the advice stage, they
then take certain professional competence tests, designed in a
personalised way, that might take place at a Vocational Training
centre or in their workplace. The certification process will end,
where appropriate, with the presentation of a training plan to the
candidates that matches their interests.

4. AS AN EPILOGUE.

I would not wish to finish this article without mentioning some
of the special characteristics of our Mechanism. We could list
several but I would like to highlight four that, in our opinion, are
very important. First of all, we have decided that in most cases,
people should take real tests to establish their degree of com-
petence. In the French system, which is called "Validation des
Aquis de L’Expérience", for the field of National Education Di-
plomas, they rarely perform tests of skills. However, in our ca-
se, we think that in this way we can guarantee the validity of
the assessment process, which is one of the characteristics or
prime requirements in the assessment of skills.

Secondly, in order to guarantee the reliability and homoge-

nous nature of the assessment process, we do not leave the
judgement on competence in the hands of centres that have be-
en officially authorised for this, like they do in Britain; what we
do is to leave the decision-taking ability in the hands of an as-
sessment team of five people among whom there will always
be an expert from the relevant productive sector.

Thirdly, in our procedure, the training plan plays a significant ro-
le, as does the guidance provided for people so that, after un-
dergoing the recognition process, they can improve their pro-
fessional skills, and where appropriate, even obtain a diploma or
qualification.

Finally, two unusual aspects of our system are, on the one hand,
the Evidence Guides prepared by our assessment teams, which
are tools to streamline professional references in order to facili-
tate and simplify assessment, and on the other hand, the fact
that Self-assessment tests are taken using computers which is
an important factor for collecting evidence and optimising as-
sessment times.

We are convinced that the establishment of a Skills Recognition
Mechanism in the Basque Country will standardise our system
of qualifications and will make it possible to improve the profes-
sional qualifications of our active population as it will enable many
people to gain access to training and skills recognition, which is
a vital combination in our knowledge society. The people playing
the leading role in maintaining the structure of the mechanism
are the Vocational Training Centres with their information servi-
ces, their teachers and the productive experts in our businesses.
The Basque Agency for the Assessment of Skills and Quality in
Vocational Training asks them all to work as hard as they can and
at the same time offers them its help and open availability to ac-
cept any suggestions that might lead us to improve the proce-
dures to ensure that the Skills Recognition Mechanism is a key
tool in the efficient running and success of Vocational Training in
the Basque Country.
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A Businesswoman at the age of 24 

OOiihhaannaa  GGaarrmmeennddiiaa,,  a 24-year-old ex-Vocational
Training student from Bergara, has set up her
own business with support from the Urrats Bat
programme. She designs and manufactures
moulds, and also produces pieces through plastic
injection.

At the Hotel and Catering School in Leioa they use plastic spo-
ons, with the sizes that are used in modern cuisine for small
tasting sessions. The spoons have been designed, moulded
and manufactured in Bergara, at Oihana Garmendia’s company.
So who is Oihana Garmendia? Well, she’s a 24 year-old girl with
enterprising spirit. Oihana studied on the Advanced Cycle in
Plastics and Rubber at the Miguel Altuna Institute in Bergara,
her hometown. Three years ago she finished her studies and
worked for a year at the company, Matz-Erreka. 
When her contract came to an end, an idea began to take sha-
pe that had been running around in her head for months. In a
sector like plastic injection, would it be possible for a girl like
her to set up her own business… or was this just an illusion?
"I had heard something about the Urrats Bat project and I went
along to the institute to find out what it was about –Oihana
says–. It was a unique opportunity: they give you a lot of help,
they let you use the centre’s facilities and you also have the
support of a teacher. I had to present the project".

A Business culture

So she did, and had the good fortune that her proposal was to
be the one chosen from those that were presented at the
Miguel Altuna. The Bergara institute forms part of the centres
attached to the Urrats Bat programme, with which the depart-
ments of Employment and Education of the Basque
Government, and of the Provincial Councils, in this case,
Gipuzkoa Provincial Council, aim to promote a business spirit
among students who finish their Vocational Training studies.
As Fernando Otaño, director of studies at the Miguel Altuna
Institute explains, "the main aim is to create a business spirit
among students who are finishing their studies; so that they
are not just going to look for work but also consider the possibi-
lity of setting up their own business".

For five years now, all the students in their last year at the cen-
tre have been having talks and training courses to suggest to
them, from a pragmatic viewpoint, that they can also create
their own jobs. "At first – Otaño acknowledges– they found it
really hard to grasp this idea. They imagined huge companies
and even considering setting up one was just too much for
them. They now know about other experiences and they are
starting to see this as a possibility".
These are experiences such as the four business projects,
(they choose one each year) that are up and running at the
Institute in Bergara thanks to the Urrats Bat programme. The
management of buildings, the manufacture of aluminium items
for shelves and the installation of renewable energy systems
are the areas that the other three companies are involved in.
"We think that the programme is not only worthwhile for those
students who use it in practice to set up their own businesses.
It’s all about promoting a ‘business culture’ that in the long term
will help to spread an enterprising spirit. Maybe later on, after
working at the company, some students will consider doing
this", Fernando Otaño points out.

High speed

Oihana Garmendia’s business project has been changing and
maturing since she had her initial idea. At first, her business
was only going to be involved in plastic injection. However, the
financial and market research carried out by Saiolan as part of
the support provided by Urrats Bat offered a new perspective.
"It came to the conclusion that it would not be profitable with
only injection into plastics and that it would be a better idea to
offer the entire process, that is, designing and manufacturing
the moulds, as well as carrying out the injection process. And
that is what we have done," the young businesswoman ex-
plains.
The first steps were aimed at rounding off Oihana’s training, as
she had studied Chemistry but didn’t know the mechanical fun-
damentals of how to manufacture moulds. Supervised by her
teacher Begoña Gómez, her tutor and "co-worker sharing her
fatigue" at the new company, the youngster learned to design
moulds using the computer programs, Autocad and Solid
Works, and to manufacture moulds assisted by the modern ma-
chinery, with high-speed injection, in the Miguel Altuna centre.
After this, through contacts that the institute itself had, the first
orders arrived. Plastic plugs for two companies in Vitoria that
make aluminium profiles, ASK and Alu-Stock, plastic buffers for
the scaffolding at Plaiber (Bergara), the special spoons for the
Hotel and Catering School in Leioa,… "The pace I work at is re-
lentless. Almost every day I work non-stop from 8 in the mor-
ning to 6 in the evening", the young woman points out.

The next step

She knows that she has to make the most of the opportunity to
pave the way in a complex sector. "I am really learning a lot and,
although it’s difficult, I feel that I am gradually becoming a busi-
nesswoman. Trying to find customers is difficult and up to now
they have come to us through the school. At the moment, I ha-
ve to reinvest everything. The aim in the end is to no longer ne-
ed to depend on the school, but this is a step that I think is still
a long way off because this project needs some very expensive
technology and right now it couldn’t work without the machi-
nery and support of the centre".
Otaño admits that, "of the four business projects that we have
supported, this is the one that is going to have most problems
getting out of the centre, because of its characteristics".
At the moment, Oihana Garmendia, 24 years of age, is pleased
that she is carving out a future for herself and overcoming certain
prejudices among her customers, who sometimes doubt whe-
ther a business of this type is going to meet the fixed deadlines.
During our conversation, Oihana mentions her fears about how
globalisation might affect the Basque plastic injection sector: a
problem that puts her on a level with other businessmen.
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