Speech by Risto Ervelä
Member of the Committee of the regions

at the 

SEEL eLearning Regions and Cities 2004 Conference
17-18 May, La Rochelle,France

The Committee of the Regions views and recommendations in the field of eLearning from a general local and regional policy orientation perspective.

Ladies and gentlemen,

I am delighted to have the opportunity to speak on behalf of the Committee of the Regions at this event on the subject of this important topic of eLearning, giving us the chance not only to discuss this important subject but also to obtain a practical experience and understanding through the excellent programme including presentations of case studies, scheduled later on this afternoon and tomorrow. 

For those of you who don't know what the Committee of the Regions is - very briefly: 

it is the EU's youngest institution set up in 1994, under the Maastricht Treaty, the first time involving local and regional authorities in the EU policy-making process. It is an advisory body which is officially consulted in the preparatory stage of legislation in policy areas which directly concern local and regional authorities. It consists of 317 members - local and regional authorities' representatives (Mayors, councillors, Presidents of Regions) from all the 25 Member States of the European Union.  
Let me begin by affirming straight away that the Committee of the Regions is committed towards promoting the establishment of eLearning with a view to modernising education and training systems and improving its quality, particularly at local and regional levels.
The Councils () called for the integration of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in education and training systems so that social cohesion can be ensured. The potential offered by the Internet is crucial to the building of the European knowledge society. These are tools that can be used to improve the accessibility and quality of education and training, thereby helping to strengthen social cohesion in Europe.

eLearning, defined in the EU’s eLearning Action Plan, has become a vision in which learning that makes use of ICT is an integral component of education and training systems.

I am pleased to see that this subject has been put high up on the agenda and a key theme of this Conference.

The Committee of the Regions has in particular welcomed initiatives such as elearning and has stressed the fundamental role of education and training in order to provide citizens with the skills they need in a digital age. It has thus called for the best possible level of access for all, including disadvantaged groups, and has consistently supported efforts to achieve an inclusive “e-Society”. It has also put the emphasis on the need to develop "public internet access points" which have a key role to play in promoting accessibility. In Finland where I come from the public municipal libraries have provided this internet access to citizens.

Promoting elearning is for the COR a crucial objective. In the Opinion on the effective integration of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in education and training systems in Europe (eLearning Programme) - for which I was the rapporteur for the COR - has stressed that eLearning is essential to development potential of every region and community and to putting the European Union at the forefront of the knowledge based economy.

From the Committee of the Regions point of view that programme must safeguard Europe’s cultural and linguistic diversity.

The Committee of the Regions highlights the important role of local and regional authorities in education and training. It feels that their close involvement in the application of the open method of coordination and in the implementation of the actions proposed by the programme is crucial in achieving the objectives of the programme. They also have a key role to play in promoting public-private partnerships, ensuring access to new technologies as well as in promoting respect for cultural and linguistic diversity.

We consider it appropriate to allocate the programme’s resources to the most effective and strategically important actions (calling for more budgetary allocation to be granted to fighting the digital divide) and for a special emphasis to be given to the most innovative pedagogical approaches. We emphasise also that, in addition to ICT and virtual mobility, electronic school twinning needs to be backed up by actual teacher and student exchange schemes.

In its opinion on the eLearning Programme the Committee of the Regions raised a number points on various aspects of concern to local and regional government which should be taken into account in the implementation of the programme. Perhaps the most important of these are the following:

1. First, there are regional disparities in the provision of telecommunications services in Europe. The aim of the eEurope 2005 Action Plan is that by the end of 2005 all schools in Europe should have Internet access via a broadband connection. At the moment there are still numerous schools in many regions where this is unattainable without incurring unreasonable cost. It is clear that markets and technology will not change during this time to the extent that it will be possible to achieve this goal solely through the efforts of commercial operators. Things even seem to be moving in the opposite direction; competition in the provision of broadband services is increasing only in areas where the potential customer base is above a certain level. By contrast, high-capacity network links already exist between universities and the clusters which have formed around them. Some educational institutions do not have access to these facilities. Therefore, the danger is that the imbalance between regions is growing rather than diminishing in terms of content as well.

2. Secondly, education, at primary levels at least, is often very much tied to language and culture. Here one can find areas where development of elearning services and other materials is commercially viable. However,  there are many different minority language and cultural groups where the situation is quite different. Up till now we have regarded this diversity as enriching for Europe. If we continue to do so in the future, then special attention will have to be paid to developing elearning content for minority groups.

3. Thirdly, the eLearning programme should attempt to counter the trend towards growing physical concentration of education and training in certain locations. ICT is ideally suited to developing quality distance learning methods that can be used to increase the provision of education and training in regions and municipalities where recourse to traditional methods would be unduly expensive or otherwise difficult. In this connection, I would particularly like to point out that a similar situation exists at individual level: in many cases online access can significantly improve the education and training opportunities of individuals who, for various reasons, do not have access to traditional educational establishments.

4. Fourthly, the Committee agrees with the Commission that it is important that elearning transcend the traditional boundaries of education and training. But, given the world we live in today, the Commission's proposal could have been far more ambitious in this regard. The goal of cooperation between education and vocational training is already beginning to be fairly commonplace in some localities. This now needs to be complemented by structures that provide effective support for lifelong learning, which requires the integration of both adult education in general and the practical needs of the workplace in particular into the development of elearning. Similarly, the current focus on secondary and tertiary education should be broadened: the key objectives set out in the European Council's decisions can only be achieved if primary education is also included.

The Committee's opinion sent out two clear messages to the Commission regarding the proposed lines of action. The first one concerned the priorities of the specific objectives of the programme. The Committee would like to widen the objective of improving the quality of elearning products and services to include the development of pedagogical solutions relating to and supporting elearning and the dissemination of good practices. Secondly, content and technical infrastructure are essential. In the final analysis results depend on how ICT can be harnessed to serve the overall objectives of education and training.

Finally, the CoR expresses concern about prospects in the new member countries. Efforts must be made to ensure that these countries have sufficient infrastructure at their disposal and that digital literacy is a possibility for all.  
