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3.4. EUROPE AND AFRICA: INTRA- AND 

INTER-REGIONAL ACADEMIC MOBILITY 

Outcome report of the third workshop of the Access 
to Success project, Accra, Ghana, 3-4 May, 2010 

The third workshop of the Access to Success project 
addressed academic mobility, which is extremely 
topical for universities around the world. It is both 
the foundation of many institutions’ 
internationalisation strategies and a political means 
to opening up higher education systems globally, 
promoting flows of talent and attracting a highly 
qualified labour force. For Europe, it has been a 
central component of the Bologna Process, and 
student and staff mobility has been closely linked to 
the broader economic and social integration. Africa, 
which has also expressed ambitions to expand its 
regional higher education cooperation, is 
increasingly discussing means to generate mobility 
within the continent, which is extremely weak 
compared to the outflow of students to Europe and 
the USA.  

This workshop therefore took a two-dimensional 
approach to the topic of mobility: intra-regional 
mobility (within Africa and within Europe) as a 
potential avenue for regional higher education 
integration, and inter-regional mobility between 
Europe and Africa – taking into consideration the 
realities of brain drain and the drive for increased 
brain circulation.  

3.4.1. The why and how of intra-regional 

mobility: Rationales, incentives and realities 

Providing an overview of the European mobility 
experience, Monique Fouilhoux, Regional 
Coordinator Europe, Education International, gave 
an introduction to the European Union’s Erasmus 
programme, a mobility scheme that was launched 
in the 1980’s and that enabled the mobility of 
approximately 2 million European students. This 
programme has become a brand for mobility within 
Europe, and was one of several precursors of the 
Bologna Process, which developed a European 
Higher Education Area over the past decade, 
defined by a convergence of degree systems and a 
common credit transfer system (ECTS). Enhancing 
mobility is a declared goal of both the European 

Union and the higher education ministers under the 
Bologna Process, and the importance of mobility for 
personal growth, quality of HE and research, 
employability, and the establishment of academic 
networks has been emphasised. However, while 
there are some indicators that mobility has been 
enhanced in Europe, overall, mobility achievements 
can still be further improved. Shortcomings in the 
understanding and implementation of both the 
Bologna tools (European Credit Transfer and 
Accumulation System, Diploma Supplement, etc) 
and the Lisbon Recognition Convention were 
suggested reasons, as well as the immigration policy 
of most European countries – only six countries 
have so far amended their immigration laws in 
response to the Bologna Process. The lack of 
financial support for mobility is also still a concern. 
Issues such as balanced mobility and brain drain 
within Europe have been identified but not yet 
resolved. Data on mobility in Europe are still 
fragmented and hardly allow for proper assessment 
beyond Erasmus mobility. One suggestion from the 
speaker was that improving mobility should be an 
institutional rather than an individual responsibility. 
 
Juma Shabani, Director of UNESCO Bamako Cluster 
Office, delivered a snapshot of the present situation 
for intra-regional mobility in Africa. Overall, the HE 
sector across the continent is characterised by 
limited access, poor quality, insufficient relevance, 
but also lack of visibility and knowledge of existing 
African study opportunities. Political unrest was 
identified as the most powerful, though of course 
highly undesirable, mobility driver. There is a 
discourse regarding regional and sub-regional 
higher education integration but this has not 
translated into concrete, institutional action. For 
example, COMEDAF (Conference of Ministers for 
Education of the African Union) approved a 
Harmonisation Strategy for Higher Education in 
2007, and the Arusha Convention brings forward 
the recognition issue at pan-African level. It is not 
yet entirely clear whether efforts made at sub-
regional level such as with the License, Maitrise, 
Doctorat (LMD) reform in Francophone Africa, the 
SADC protocol on education, the West African 
Economic and Monetary Union, and the East African 
Community would contribute to Pan-African HE 
integration, or rather strengthen/create distinct  
sub-regional and nation state systems. The speaker 
pointed out that true integration must start with 
sub-regional HE networks and move up, as opposed 
to adopting a top-down approach only. This 
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perspective was debated amongst participants, 
some of whom felt that top-down and bottom-up 
approaches were needed in parallel.  

At present, African intra-regional institutional 
partnerships and staff mobility are facilitated by the 
Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie (AUF), the 
Association for Development of Education in Africa 
(ADEA), and the AAU through scholarships. A 
number of new initiatives have been launched to 
enhance both staff and student mobility, such as 
the NEPAD (New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development) Network of Centres of Excellence in 
Science & Technology, the Pan African University 
(African Union), the ACP intra-regional programme 
(European Commission and ACP countries), and the 
Mwalimu Nyerere Scholarship Scheme (European 
Commission and African Union Commission). 
However, the coordination of funding schemes and 
the lack of transparency and accessibility of mobility 
opportunities have been highlighted as concerns 
regarding these programmes. Several African 
participants admitted they were not aware that 
such programmes existed and/or questioned their 
design and promotion. A European participant 
indicated that the road towards intra-regional 
mobility and eventually the European Higher 
Education Area has been a long one, with pre-
cursors to even the Erasmus programme in the 
form of the European joint-study programmes. 
Discussions on mobility in Africa are new, as are 
many programmes, and there may be a long period 
of patience, trial and error and trust building.  

The speaker concluded on a positive note, 
emphasising that HE now receives much better 
recognition by governments and donors than in the 
past, and that development in ICT infrastructure has 
increased opportunities. He questioned whether 
mobility in Africa should concentrate on the post-
graduate level and Science and Technology, given 
that there are more pressing needs for Africa. 

The discussion focused on the following issues: 

 The Arusha convention has been 
revised, and some of the participants 
had contributed to this. However, it is 
unlikely that it will make an impact, as 
some countries still do not want to 
accept degrees from all other countries. 
Similarly, the hope that governments 
would support mobility, build 

instruments and remove visa problems 
was mentioned. A general debate on 
mobility and its virtues would have to 
be launched in Africa, in order to get 
beyond political jargon to realistic 
implementation.  

 The NEPAD has been welcomed as a 
promising initiative. However, 
institutions and their constituencies are 
not aware of the opportunities. It would 
require information and promotion, and 
one concrete suggestion was to use the 
regional and national university 
associations.  

 Bologna and the European case have 
been mentioned as a learning 
opportunity that could serve as an 
example in Africa. 

3.4.2. Experiences, policies and challenges for 

institutional mobility: Institutional case studies  

Lex Bouter, Rector of VU Amsterdam, presented 
the case of his university, which commits itself to 
both academic excellence and societal relevance. 
Cooperation with Africa has been developed and a 
main consideration has been to build partnerships 
and programmes which are driven by a common 
research interest. This is also one of the reasons 
why the university is not interested in North-South 
undergraduate mobility, which is regarded as 
expensive and difficult to organise, but rather 
focuses on PhD and MA mobility. As a concrete 
example, the Desmond Tutu programme, which 
organises Joint PhD and Sandwich Masters, was 
referred to. The goal of the institutions is to 
mainstream development cooperation and merge it 
into the international strategy of the university. Too 
often, development cooperation and 
internationalisation remain fragmented.   

Wilson Wasike, Manager, Training Department, 
African Economic Research Consortium (AERC) 
presented the programme of his institution, which 
facilitates individual and institutional research 
capacity building on African economic issues in and 
across several South, East and West African 
countries and facilitates mobility of students 
between a network of institutions. Through a long-
term strategy, a strong organisational structure and 
rigorous selection procedures, the AERC has 
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channelled several donor funding streams to 
facilitate partnerships, curriculum development and 
flexible grant schemes, complemented with QA and 
management enhancement measures. A clear 
challenge is still that the programme is not yet 
widely known enough among students. 

The discussion raised the following issues: 

 The long lead-time for academic relevance 
has been mentioned, as it would require the 
programmes of today to provide the 
education that is needed for the future.  

 The need to spread information on such 
initiatives as the AERC has been stressed, and 
one suggestion has been that the Access to 
Success project or the AAU and EUA could 
gather such information on their websites or 
in a database. 

 The importance of development cooperation 
has been mentioned, which seems often 
forgotten when the internationalisation 
portfolios of universities are described.  

 Granting open access to educational 
resources was mentioned as a concrete and 
efficient means to enhance education, but 
also research. The VU explained its efforts to 
enable open access to scientific articles. EUA 
referred to its Open Access Working Group 
and the recommendations it came up with60. 

3.4.3. Structuring and valorising mobility: Break 

out groups discussion 

Recognition and mobility 

Olusola Oyewole, African Union Commission (AUC) 
reported on the state of play regarding the Arusha 
Convention. Its main purpose is to facilitate the 
mobility of students and professionals throughout 
the African continent. Launched in Arusha, Tanzania 
in 1981, the Convention has never been fully 
implemented due to lack of resources and the fact 
that only 20 states had signed it. In 2006 COMEDAF, 
AUC and UNESCO, supported by AAU launched a 
revision process, in order to improve it, but also to 
update it on issues that had not been on the 
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horizon three decades ago, such as Open and 
Distance Learning and ICT. In addition, the purpose 
of the Convention has become much more explicit, 
in that it seeks to enhance interregional and 
international cooperation on recognition, QA and 
accreditation at national and regional levels. The 
process of recognition should include QA and 
accreditation of institutions and programmes. 
Countries will be encouraged to develop regional 
protocols for QA and harmonisation with agreed 
minimum standards. An aim in this regards is to 
enhance the introduction of academic three cycle 
systems of Bachelor, Masters, Doctorates 
(BMD/LMD) that has already been taken up in some 
African countries.  

The already mentioned programmes of the Pan 
African University, the Nyerere Scholarship Scheme, 
a new AU programme for teacher mobility, a rating 
system of African universities and a compendium on 
research excellence in Africa done jointly with AAU, 
would complement and underpin the recognition 
convention. Generally, the AU would enhance 
stakeholder consultation and their active 
participation in the development of these initiatives 
and the African Union Info Day to be organised in 
autumn would be a clear step in this direction. AU 
has expectations for a more intensive cooperation 
with the AAU in this regards. Visa support 
arrangement would have to be agreed upon by the 
signatory countries. The costs for the Arusha 
Convention implementation would be shared 
among countries, subregional bodies, AUC, and 
UNESCO. The revision of the Arusha Convention 
was concluded in November 2009, and currently 
AUC and UNESCO are in the process of redrafting it 
in cooperation with the legal unit of UNESCO, to be 
completed by June 2010. 
 
Andrejs Rauhvargers, Bologna Recognition 
Working Group/ Latvian Rectors’ Conference 
outlined the development and results of the Lisbon 
Recognition Convention (LRC). He referred to the 
high expectations that the LRC raised a decade ago, 
as it was expected to be the remedy to all 
recognition problems and contribute significantly to 
the enhancement of mobility. Over the years, 
Europe had to realise that the LRC could only 
succeed when it is implemented in terms of 
procedures and underpinned by a network of 
national contact points and dedicated agencies 
(ENIC/NARIC - http://www.enic-naric.net/) and 
dealt with accordingly by institutions. QA 

http://www.eua.be/eua-work-and-policy-area/research-and-innovation/Open-Access.aspx
http://www.eua.be/eua-work-and-policy-area/research-and-innovation/Open-Access.aspx
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procedures, which came into existence in a parallel 
process, independent from recognition, have 
contributed to improving the situation, and there is 
some expectation that learning outcomes and 
national qualifications frameworks would further 
enhance it. However, it ultimately requires solid and 
efficient structures, continued effort, mutual trust 
and good will to make it happen.  
 
An important step in the European process has 
been the introduction of the notion of ‘substantial 
difference’, which reversed the burden of proof 
from the recognition seeker to the recognizing 
agency. A particularity of the European Union is 
that for a number of regulated professions (medical 
doctor, dentist, nurse, midwife, veterinary surgeon, 
pharmacist, architect) recognition is done 
automatically, as it falls under a European Union 
directive, whereas all other academic disciplines are 
under the general system and subject to recognition 
decisions at national level.  

The discussion focused in particular on clarifying 
what recognition actually means. The worry of 
many participants from Africa is clearly that once 
the Arusha Convention is signed and ratified, every 
diploma would have to be recognised, whereas the 
European practice demonstrates that this is not the 
case. The European case suggests that recognition 
procedures, if not applied diligently and with the 
clear will to recognise, run the danger to impede 
recognition rather than to enhance it. It also 
confirms that while national agencies for 
recognition have an important and responsible task 
to fulfil, the final decision on the individual case is 
of course with the employer or the university. This 
also responds to the concern about how a 
university can issue a degree on behalf of 53 African 
countries: the degree awarding power remains with 
the institutions. 

Another key point was the role of governments, in 
particular the AU, and stakeholder in the process. 
AAU defined its potential role in the process of 
Arusha mainly at the level of consultation and 
information dissemination. For the European 
process, EUA clarified that it is supporting the 
development of the European Higher Education 
Area, and is participating in the policy discussions 
and decisions, in partnership with governments and 
other stakeholder representative bodies. But while 
it is invited to the annual conferences of the 
ENIC/NARIC and contributes to the policy 

discussions on recognition in Bologna Process and 
with the European Commission, it has no 
immediate role in recognition. Generally, 
participants felt that the AU should develop a 
transparent and clear stakeholder consultation 
process, and circulate information on initiatives and 
programmes widely.  

Joint degrees and integrated mobility modules in 
curricula were suggested as an institutional method 
to enhance recognition. EUA confirmed that joint 
provision of courses and degrees are high on the 
agenda of the European universities, but given the 
high transaction costs, this might not be a model for 
mass mobility. With the introduction of the Bologna 
degree cycles, the trend seems to go towards 
vertical mobility (mobility between degrees) rather 
than horizontally (within degrees). However, with 
regards to the general promise of the recognition 
convention the option of mobility e.g. within an 
undergraduate degree, should be possible and with 
regards to growing inter-connectivity and general 
mobility options, it should not be given up too 
hastily.  

Some participants were generally sceptical towards 
the feasibility of the Arusha Convention, in 
particular with regards to the governance and 
management of the process, but also regarding its 
scope and purpose. Does Africa really need at this 
stage an Arusha Convention, given that there is so 
little need for cross-border recognition? Would this 
not primarily benefit private for-profit institutions? 
The argument was brought up that study periods 
are not even recognised within the same university. 
While some participants saw the need to harmonise 
curricula throughout the African continent, others 
expressed their reservation, partly because they 
thought that standardisation would not be feasible, 
or not desirable. European participants explained 
that beyond the convergence of degree cycles, and 
some initiatives for the development of core 
curricula in certain disciplines, the general trend in 
Europe is rather to make curricula and degrees 
transparent through the development of learning 
outcomes.  
 
A similar discussion developed around QA: 
European experience suggests not to overburden 
the recognition process with QA, but rather to 
develop it in well distinguished separate processes. 
The current vision of the AU foresees that each 
African country has to set up a national body for QA 
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and accreditation, complemented by regional 
protocols and an African Quality Assurance 
Network.  
The point was made that in Europe the vision is to 
develop QA with clearly defined roles for agencies 
and institutions, which are outlined in the European 
Standards and Guidelines (ESG) for QA. The 
European Association for Quality Assurance in 
Higher Education (ENQA – www.enqa.eu) was 
established to bring together QA agencies. Agencies 
should operate independently from governments. 
Also a European Quality Assurance Register for 
Higher Education (EQAR - www.eqar.eu) was 
established by stakeholder organisations (mandated 
by the European governments) in 2008, with the 
purpose to list agencies that substantially comply 
with the ESG. 

Virtual mobility: A new dimension for 

partnership? 

David Ndegwah of Tangaza College, Kenya and Otto 
Kroesen of the TU Delft, the Netherlands held a 
joint presentation on the challenges of organising a 
virtual seminar on intercultural dialogue for African 
(Kenya, Ethiopia) and Dutch students through 
online collaboration. A number of obstacles had to 
be overcome in making this virtual seminar 
possible. 

Technical challenges were poor connectivity to the 
worldwide web in Kenya and Ethiopia, lack of 
knowledge on blackboard learning environments 
and difficulties with the timing of the seminar, due 
to the time difference. There were also social 
challenges to tackle, as technology does not take 
place in a social vacuum. The different access to 
technology, easily led to frustrations, as uploading 
of pictures for the Dutch students was a simple act, 
whereas downloading them for viewing in Africa 
took a lot of effort.  

The collaboration tried to overcome these 
challenges by better coordinating the input from 
the coordinators, in terms of lectures, info materials 
and field survey and by using an asynchronous 
mode of discussion.  

The speakers concluded that virtual communication 
does not replace, but can enhance physical 
communication. However adequate ICT 
infrastructure is essential for this type of 
cooperation.  

The learning goal of the virtual seminar was 
intercultural understanding: analytical vs. practical 
approach. Given the lack of cultural understanding 
from both sides and the challenges with the 
technology, an important part of the learning 
experience was met. 

 A question was raised why virtual mobility was 
even discussed, when bandwidth is still such a 
problem. The view from the working group was that 
a first vision is very important and that small things 
already can be done (using Skype in NL to call cell 
phones in Kenya, using e-mail is a possibility). One 
should be creative and work around problems. 
However, participants agreed that the topic is not 
so much about mobility, but more about curriculum 
development. There is a need for agreement on 
what a course should lead to and then you can offer 
the same course in different universities. With an 
online seminar, you can enhance collaboration, 
bring people together and reach a larger audience. 
There are certain intercultural aspects involved as 
well, but it still doesn’t replace mobility. 

The break-out group concluded that online 
collaboration between universities in Africa and 
Europe can be a useful addition to regular student 
and staff mobility, as it has the potential to reach a 
larger audience when integrated in the curricula. 
Also the use of open educational resources has 
great potential to internationalise university 
teaching and to spread knowledge more easily. 
However, in order to allow Africa to benefit from 
these technological possibilities, more investments 
in ICT infrastructure are crucial. Also, a stable 
electricity grid is a precondition for increasing the 
use of online collaboration methods.  

Joint degrees and mobility – innovative 

curricula and other institutional benefits 

Par Svensson of Lund University presented the 
experiences of his university with joint degrees and 
specifically with the Erasmus Mundus programme. 
Strategically, the Board of Lund University decided 
to focus on long-term collaboration and 
partnerships, 2/3 of which are research intensive. 
Erasmus Mundus has been a means to achieve this 
strategy, and it is felt that EM is a vehicle to turn 
individual academic cooperation into institutional 
collaboration. The benefits from the programme 
are manifold: it enhances income and 
competitiveness, is a tool for marketing, builds trust 

http://www.eqar.eu/
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with other institutions, opens doors to universities 
involved, brings in international teachers, enhances 
employability of students and establishes research 
contacts.  

However the programme is not without challenges: 
there are problems with recognition of joint 
degrees, housing, admissions, examinations, 
administration support (Lund built up an 
information platform and a support service for 
teachers that come in), and an underlying need for 
support from university leadership. Sustainability is 
also a concern, as the European Commission will 
stop funding scholarships for programmes that have 
been established for several years. 

Nan Warner,University of Cape Town presented a 
different approach to regional degree cooperation 
as a structure for mobility - the USHEPiA 
programme. The premise of this programme is that 
there is a need for partnership between African 
universities in order to capitalise on the wealth of 
African culture, experience and resources and as a 
means to unleash S-S research potential. USHEPiA 
consists of eight Southern and Eastern African 
universities that share a goal of human capacity 
building and research collaboration. Doctoral 
fellowships are awarded that are unique and 
flexible and respect an equal male-female ratio. All 
fellows have stayed on the continent and 96% have 
stayed with their home universities. The speaker 
concluded that African academic research networks 
can be a key way to address retention of staff in 
Africa. In the future, the programme would like to 
look at post doc opportunities, career tracks for 
graduates to continue research careers when they 
go home, and connecting with alumni. 

After discussion, it was concluded that intra-
regional mobility can and should be structured in a 
way that renders benefits for institutions and 
students. Joint degrees can be one avenue, Africa 
research exchange networks can be another 
modality. Erasmus Mundus (EM) is a European 
programme designed for European objectives (that 
African students and universities can benefit from) 
whereas USHEPiA is an African programme 
designed for African needs. EM is not a 
development programme at the core but perhaps 
one can learn from it as African universities explore 
collaboration models for regional mobility and 
institutional partnership. Joint degrees are a natural 
articulation of internationalisation in Europe and 

are worth exploring strategically, though one should 
consider the resource implications in managing 
them. 

3.4.4. Generating regional mobility in Africa: 

Launching Nyerere and other schemes 

The session presented major initiatives of the 
African Union and the European Union to enhance 
intra-African and Africa-Europe exchange and 
cooperation in HE. 

Olusola Oyewole, Senior Education Expert, African 
Union Commission (AUC) reported on efforts to 
launch the Nyerere Programme to enhance intra-
African HE mobility. One call has already been 
launched, but the selection procedures were 
lengthy, and only 19 scholarships were awarded in 
2009, which focused on a few destinations in Africa. 
This experience has been taken into account when 
relaunching the programme this year with a focus 
on graduate level education. Funding for Nyerere 
will be provided under the EU-ACP mobility scheme, 
with a five year duration and 40 million EUR (of 
which 30 million go to Africa, and 10 million to the 
Caribbean and the Pacific). This will result in a 
provision of 6 million EUR p.a. for Africa. Additional 
funds have been provided to include North Africa 
and South Africa. Initially the programme will be 
implemented by the EC’s EACEA agency together 
with AUC, and in Phase 2, AUC will take over 
entirely. Two calls will be launched, one for 
university consortia or networks bringing together 
partners from three African regions to provide a 
programme in more than one language. The 
speaker raised questions for the audience on 
whether the programme’s objectives are achievable 
and if the vision of the programme can be met.  
 
Deirdre Lennan, European Commission, presented 
the flagship programmes of the European 
Commission that currently support HE exchange 
and cooperation with Africa. Under the ACP 
programme, the EDULINK Programme is to foster 
capacity building and regional integration in the 
field of higher education through institutional 
networking and to support quality higher education 
systems which are relevant to the needs of the 
labour market, and consistent with ACP socio-
economic development priorities. Under the 
EDULINK II, 20 million EUR are foreseen and the 
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next call is likely to be published in Autumn 2010 
with deadline in early Spring 201161.  
 
The Erasmus Mundus programme provides grants 
under three Actions: Action 1 for the establishment 
of partnerships with joint curricula provision  
scholarships for individual graduate students for 
African Masters and PhD to Europe; Action 2 for the 
exchange of African and European academics;  and  
Action 3 for initiatives for accompanying measures 
(such as the present Access to Success project). 
Action 2 provides 6 million EUR for ACP countries, 
and 4.8 million EUR for South Africa62.  

 
The speaker referred also to the ongoing policy 
processes, the Africa-EU Partnership, launched in 
2007. There is a clear move in the EC’s development 
agenda from supporting basic education to a more 
comprehensive approach. This has also been 
confirmed in the revision of the Cotonou 
Partnership Agreement.  
 
The Access to Success project has been mentioned 
as a current important initiative, as well as the 
feasibility study to assess the prospects of launching 
a ‘Tuning’ like exercise in Africa. Tuning has been an 
initiative to enhance convergence in disciplinary 
curricula to improve learning and teaching, which 
has been employed in Europe and in some other 
parts of the world. First results are expected to be 
presented at a stakeholder conference which will 
take place back-to-back with the AU-EU Summit end 
of November 2010.  

 
Discussions focused on the Nyerere programme 
and how it can be implemented in a transparent 
manner, accessible for all African universities and 
students. There was some concern regarding the 
suggestion that the best brains will be attracted to a 
few destinations, and its implications regarding the 
inequality of study conditions. The representative of 
the AU encouraged universities and countries to 
think about how to attract students. Regarding 
concerns that Africa once again would have to rely 
on foreign support, it was responded that indeed 
the EC money should challenge the African 
countries to consider more investment in HE. 
Whether there will be links between Nyerere 
scholarships and the Pan African University is still 
subject to discussion. There was also a discussion 
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http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/erasmus_mundus/program
me/about_erasmus_mundus_en.php 

on whether there should be an age limit for 
scholarships: there was the opinion that in 
particular young people should benefit, whereas 
with regards to LLL and the often complex study 
paths it was argued that there should be no age 
limit.  
 
Generally, stakeholders expressed their concern 
that these processes are launched and 
implemented in a top-down manner, without 
stakeholder consultation and involvement. It was 
mentioned that while in 2007 the AAU has been 
appointed to be AUC’s HE implementing agency, the 
issues of Nyerere scholarships and the Pan-African 
University have not been the subject of full 
discussion between the two organisations. Other 
questions concerned the administration of the 
Nyerere programme and how AUC as a political 
body can ensure a fair selection of scholarship 
applicants, which should be strictly on academic 
grounds. AU and EC representatives confirmed that 
the Nyerere Programme will be transparent and 
well accessible to students. Participants confirmed 
that further information on the stakeholders’ day in 
November would be very much welcomed.  

3.4.5. Inter-regional academic mobility and 

professional brain drain 

Abdeslam Marfouk, Université Catholique de 
Louvain/ Université Libre de Bruxelles, Belgium, 
provided an overview on brain drain from Africa to 
OECD countries. A key point in his argumentation 
was that while brain drain occurs in most countries 
of the world, it has the greatest magnitude in Sub-
Saharan Africa, which for a population that is 13 
times larger than that of France has only half as 
many medical doctors. In particular, in 
environments where highly skilled labour is scarce, 
any migration is a very sensitive issue. Highly skilled 
women deserve particular attention in this regard, 
as in some countries they tend to migrate twice as 
often as highly skilled men. 

MeeFoong Lee, EAN and Tor Rynning Torp, UHR, 
both partners in the Access to Success project 
consortium, reported from the two previous project 
workshops on ‘Access and Retention’ and on 
‘Capacity building partnerships between Europe and 
Africa’, highlighting how these two events linked to 
brain drain issues. The fact that brain drain from 
African countries involves the privileged few that 

http://www.acp-edulink.eu/
http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/erasmus_mundus/programme/about_erasmus_mundus_en.php
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made it into university exacerbates the impact on 
social capital. In thinking on how to retain them, 
one would also have to consider how universities, 
but also donor programmes, can enhance careers 
and living conditions.  
 
In the discussion some participants argued that 
brain drain is there to stay, particularly as 
conditions in the African labour markets and in 
universities are poor and unemployment is high. 
Clearly there is a mismatch between the labour 
market requirements and the skills of graduates. 
Intra-African brain drain was mentioned, for which 
statistics are lacking. From a university perspective, 
internal country brain drain is also a matter of 
concern as careers outside the university are often 
far more attractive. While from an African 
perspective this appears to be a waste of research 
potential, employment of research-trained 
graduates in various economic areas and sectors is 
highly encouraged in Europe.  
The issue of return of investment through brain 
drain was raised as for some countries remittances 
are an important income source. However, the 
overall economic value of remittances is highly 
contested. More rewarding seems to be Diaspora 
concepts that have been developed by various 
countries that try to encourage scholars to keep in 
touch with their home universities, and contribute 
through teaching and research during short stays 
etc. A concrete suggestion that was aired was the 
creation of a database of African Diaspora scholars. 

3.4.6. Fighting brain drain, driving brain 

circulation: Current modalities - Break out 

discussion 

Participants split into two groups with two/three 
presenters per group and parallel discussions on 
current initiatives and programmes aimed at 
minimising brain drain and promoting brain 
circulation. Key questions were: How do the aims of 
different national government and agency 
programmes differ? To what extent are they 
sensitive to brain drain? What is good practice in 
either mitigating brain drain or encouraging brain 
circulation?  

In the first session, presentation were made by 
Almudena Caballos Villar, Agencia Española de 
Cooperación Internacional para el Desarrollo 
(AECID) and Heike Edelmann-Okinda, German 

Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). DAAD has a 
variety of programmes that contribute to building 
capacity of African universities, training African 
students, and mitigating brain drain: ‘Competence 
centres’ aimed at achieving MDGs, excellence 
centres for disciplinary research in Africa, 
postgraduate courses for African professionals (with 
high employment rate upon return), African Good 
Governance Networks, alumni programmes, salary 
support for returnees to start their own businesses 
upon return, and infrastructure support for 
returning researchers.  

Spain has traditionally been Latin America focused 
in terms of university development cooperation but 
is looking towards Africa and generally towards 
greater diversification geographically. The AECID is 
using lessons from past experiences in mobility 
schemes, scholarships and institutional 
development support in other regions and would 
like to coordinate better with other development 
agents and share practices.  

In the second session, Abdoulaye Salifou from the 
Bureau of Central Africa of Agence Universitaire de 
la Francophonie (AUF) presented the various 
programmes and scholarships that AUF provides to 
combat brain drain. The programmes are aimed at 
building ICT capacity at universities and generaly 
building academic excellence and offer a variety of 
scholarships for mobility within Africa, PhD joint 
supervision, post doctoral work and distance 
learning/online training. Richard Middleton of the 
Commonwealth Scholarship Commission, 
presented the various scholarship opportunities for 
African Commonwealth residents to study in the 
UK, and highlighted that 88% of grantees are now 
based in their home country. He offered several 
propositions to reduce brain drain that the CSC has 
analysed: Distance learning and split site awards 
that allow students to stay in their home institution, 
developing strong institutional partnerships that 
allow the student/ staff to cultivate a relationship 
with their home university even if abroad, and 
involving home countries in the scholarship 
selection process for scholarships, so mutual 
interest in the student/staff is conveyed. 

The following questions were raised and 
conclusions drawn from the sessions: 

 Might these programmes benefit from 
collaboration/coordination? Spain considers 
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information sharing critical but joint 
programming may be difficult when it 
comes to national government priorities. 
Coordination and cooperation of both 
European agencies and of ‘recipient’ 
countries/institutions was addressed in the 
Access to Success Oslo workshop and many 
practical suggestions were provided 

 Promotion and dissemination of 
information on different European 
programmes is critical. Information is 
fragmented and there is a vast array of 
potential programmes that students, 
researchers and institutions can benefit 
from. This can be addressed be agency 
cooperation both in Europe and through 
outposts in Africa (such as lecturers and 
information centers), alumni and university 
partners 

 Promoting good practice in utilising the 
Diaspora and also alumni of such 
programmes was highlighted.  

3.4.7. Inter-regional mobility and brain drain: 

Student input 

Input was provided from a panel of three student 
representatives which met prior to the workshop to 
discuss mobility and brain drain. Ivy de Souza, 
National Union of Ghana Students, Emma di Orio, 
European Students Union, and Karen Basiye, 
Erasmus Mundus Alumni, presented their 
respective student organisation and addressed the 
following questions: Why do students, like the 
Erasmus Mundus alumni, go abroad? In what cases 
have they returned? Why have they not returned? 
How can the EM programme be more conscious of 
brain drain? How can the alumni contribute? What 
is the role of student unions in Africa in helping to 
fight brain drain? How can institutions work with 
them more effectively?  
 
The students looked critically at mobility 
programmes in both Europe and now in Africa and 
posed several questions: 
 

 If the programme entails a joint degree, will 
this be recognised? 

 How can fair selection be ensured? Quality? 
Employability? 

 Is the study destination safe? 

 What is the added value of the mobility to 
the degree? 

 What are the administrative obstacles in 
doing it? 

 What are the student services at the host 
institution? 

 
It was generally felt that though Erasmus Mundus 
has been successful in Europe, African students may 
be more reticent to move within Africa as internal 
African mobility is not highly regarded nor seen as 
beneficial. Mobility programmes such as Nyerere 
would need significant promotion. Alumni can be an 
important tool in this endeavour. 
 
The discussion highlighted the need to promote 
existing mobility programmes in Africa and their 
successes. The needs and concerns of students 
must be considered and universities must have the 
appropriate resources to accommodate 
international students. Recognition is clearly a 
thread in the discussion, which is why long-term 
partnerships may be the best structures for student 
mobility as they can engage in a trust-building 
relationship between certain institutions.  
 
In terms of brain drain, the students confessed that 
while many African students who go to Europe or 
the US feel connected to their home countries, they 
naturally want the best job and quality of life 
prospects. It is important to be honest about the 
interest of countries in the North to attract high-
skilled labour and the needs of countries in the 
South to retain talent and to search for creative 
solutions at both institutional and governmental 
level to connect to the Diaspora.  

3.4.8. Institutional perspectives on brain drain: 

Challenges and solutions 

Barack Owuor, Maseno University, Kenya, 
presented different reasons why university staff 
decide to be mobile, for example in order to 
enhance the academic capacity and combat 
migration and HIV, one of the main factors 
impacting Kenya’s universities today. Staff and 
student mobility have enormous academic, cultural 
and political benefits. 

Intra-African mobility has existed for quite some 
time in East Africa, as before independence the 
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colleges of Dar Es Salam and Nairobi were 
connected to the University of Makerere. When 
upgraded to universities after independence, staff 
cooperation and student exchange with credit 
recognition continued. With the establishment of 
the East African Community, the three countries 
started to develop separate university systems. 
Though the efforts of the Interuniversity Council of 
the East African Community (IUCEA) to enhance 
exchanges continued, supported by the German 
DAAD, mobility did not reach its expected overall 
goals. The speaker stressed that enhancing mobility 
within East Africa could be a means to strengthen 
critical mass and build capacity within the region. 
This could then lead to addressing and reducing 
some of the brain drain issues.  

Stephen Simukanga, University of Zambia (UNZA) 
presented the case of his university, which until 
1982 was the only university in Zambia. Today, two 
more public and six private universities have been 
established, which brings up serious competition in 
terms of staff recruitment. Poor facilities and 
funding for research and teaching and low 
remuneration have been identified as motives for 
brain drain. These and other issues are addressed in 
the university’s strategic plan, that aims at 
improving learning and teaching conditions for both 
students and teachers (they hope to attain a 1 to 10 
teacher student ratio), provide attractive social 
benefit packages for staff and their families and 
offer extra income opportunities (consultancy).  

Overall, the speaker concluded that for UNZA the 
concern is not with brain drain out of the country, 
but within the country as university staff are moving 
to private universities and other better paid jobs. 
While strategies to tackle this have been identified, 
a critical issue is of course time and resources to 
implement them. One good practice has been the 
efforts of the University of Zambia to connect to 
alumni living abroad and offer them opportunities 
to teach a few lectures or courses when they visit 
their country to see family.  

Brian O’Connell, University of the Western Cape, 
brought forward the case of South Africa and his 
own university. Brain drain comes on top of the 
AIDS/HIV problem, which is a pertinent threat to 
the 10 fold human capital increase that SA has been 
able to realise during the past 30 years. 

Today, the annual loss through brain drain of 
medical personnel is estimated 37 million USD, with 
25% of SA medical graduates immigrating to the US 
alone, most of them from historically white 
universities. 16 years after the end of the apartheid, 
11% of white population still account for 2/3 of the 
PhD graduates. And while SA has managed to 
develop pockets of research excellence, in 
international comparison, its overall scientific 
production remains low in percentage to 
population, and rather fragile, as its success in 
research depends on a small elite of scholars.  

In this overall scenario, the speaker considered the 
options of University of the Western Cape (UWC), 
from looking at policy development (countries that 
benefit from brain drain remunerate providing 
countries; African countries build jointly an agenda 
to prevent brain drain) to institutional measures in 
developing strong partnerships and donor relations 
and building up competent programmes and 
sufficient staff support for students to succeed, in 
particular at graduate level. Factors for success are 
funding, functioning structures, and especially 
passion and commitment amongst the university 
community.  

3.4.9. Remarks and recommendations 

Crucial importance of mobility  

Given the increasing demand for universities to 
produce globally relevant graduates, academic 
mobility has been identified as crucial for 
universities and their constituencies; the benefits of 
mobility for students, staff and researchers are 
manifold, and can also support the capacity 
development and international connectivity of 
African universities. Mobility should not directly 
imply brain drain. While mobility may open 
opportunities for brain drain, the overall 
assumption was that restricting mobility does not 
necessarily prevent it. While the following 
conclusions distinguish between intra- and inter-
regional mobility, many of the observations and 
arguments are valid for both. 

Mobility within the region  

The European case was discussed with regards to its 
at least partial success in enhancing intra-regional 
mobility, mainly through the incentives and 
programmes provided by the European Union. 
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However, intra-European mobility is still 
insufficiently documented and can be suspected to 
lag behind expectations developed in the Bologna 
Process, as there are a range of obstacles (visas for 
non-EU Bologna country citizens, resident  permits, 
pensions, recognition issues) and also internal 
brain-drain issues (from East to West) to deal with.  

In Africa, intra-regional mobility is very limited, and 
the existing initiatives have low visibility. While 
enhancing mobility within Africa meets a lot of 
scepticism, participants agreed that there is 
growing political and academic awareness of the 
necessity to enhance it. Possible approaches and 
mobility initiatives could involve programmes for 
staff exchanges, sabbaticals, researcher and PhD 
mobility, and perhaps semester abroad in the case 
of undergraduates. European but also specific 
African experiences with mobility could be of use. 

Systems’ change and regional recognition 

conventions  

It was clearly stated that Africa can and should not 
copy the Bologna Process, but rather take it as a 
learning opportunity. The African Union, with the 
support of regional level stakeholder organisations 
such as the AAU, was seen as the main institution to 
encourage the harmonisation of HE systems. 

A critical element in bringing regional integration 
forward, and more specifically enhancing mobility, 
is recognition of degrees and study periods abroad. 
In the European case, the example of the Lisbon 
Recognition Convention illustrates that an 
agreement on paper cannot be a remedy for all 
recognition and mobility problems. For the Arusha 
Convention, a discussion should be started on its 
long-term implementation, promotion, and 
maintenance. This should also include the 
development of national structures that would be in 
charge of the follow-up and promotion of the 
Convention through institutional incentives and 
discussions on how it relates to stakeholders. AAU 
and national Rectors’ Conferences can contribute to 
these discussions and play a role in promoting it 
and facilitating the information flow to universities. 
Quality assurance would have to be developed at 
institutional, national and regional level in parallel 
processes to aid recognition. But this should be 
done separately from the Arusha Convention, in 
order not to overburden it. 

Brain drain from Africa to Europe 

Brain drain is statistically undeniable (though many 
aren’t aware of the statistics), although the 
relationship with academic mobility programmes 
still needs to be demonstrated. Some professions, 
for example in health services, are particularly 
affected, which has dire consequences for the 
sending country. Governments and institutions in 
Africa and Europe can take steps to staunch brain 
drain, and to minimise its causes:  

 It seems that there is currently still a lack of 
awareness for brain drain and its impacts. 
For the individual academic the opportunity 
to study and work in a foreign country 
might be economically and professionally 
rewarding. Institutions may take a certain 
pride in the fact that their graduates 
succeed in international careers. 
Remittances from migrants may improve 
the purchasing power of families and 
contribute to the economy. Domestic 
shortage of work opportunities may even 
suggest that academic migration is 
desirable. Given these assumptions,  there 
is clearly a need for collecting and 
publicising data both from Africa and within 
Africa and analysing more scientifically its 
effects 

 Governments both in Africa and in Europe 
have a responsibility in developing concrete 
measures to mitigate brain drain. The 
example of Norwegian government, which 
doesn’t hire nurses from emerging 
countries, was quoted. Another way, would 
be to consider how to remunerate countries 
for brain drain. But there was a general 
agreement that incentives and programmes 
which consider brain drain in a responsible 
manner might be more appropriate than 
regulation, which potentially limits the 
individual freedom of students and 
academics. 

 Governments and universities can 
contribute to improving conditions for 
university personnel, through transparent 
human resources policies and regulations. 

 The development of Diaspora structures, 
such as a ministry for Diaspora, can be a 
strategic and tangible way to confront the 
issues at country and regional level. 
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Institutions should be encouraged to create 
strategies for engaging the Diaspora and 
tracking graduates. At regional level, it was 
suggested to set-up an academic Diaspora 
database for Africa. 

One development in internationalisation which can 
be constructed to fight brain drain is embedding 
mobility in collaborative frameworks: there seems 
to be a clear trend towards partnerships, joint 
degrees and mobility windows in Europe, which are 
perceived as a mean to improve recognition, to 
ensure quality and contribute to a better mobility 
balance. These approaches can be shared with 
African universities which are considering new 
approaches to institutional collaboration and 
mobility with the African region and subregions. 
Online collaboration tools were found as a mean to 
support interregional cooperation, provided that 
reliable ICT and other infrastructure exist. Granting 
open access to research publications is one of the 
concrete measures already practiced by universities 
to enhance research conditions at partner 
institutions. While this might not reverse the 
mobility flows, it can contribute to achieving a 
better balance.  

Governments and donor initiatives are invited to 
support such initiatives through long-term, flexible 
(also regarding mobility duration), demand driven 
programmes that respond to the needs of 
universities 

Fora for government-university community 
discussion have been suggested to align strategies 
and actions. African colleagues clearly desired more 
information on EU and AUC programmes for the 
academic community. A clear challenge to be 
addressed by universities, donors and governments 
is ensuring that these programmes and their 
implementation are mutually beneficial to all 
institutions concerned (in Europe and Africa). 

Government – stakeholder relations 

For many of the issues addressed, the relationship 
between governments and stakeholder 
organisations was identified as a critical issue: there 
is a crucial need for partnership and collaboration 
between governments in order to ensure that 
policies, strategies and programmes are embraced 
by the university community. This has been proven 
by various national examples and also at regional 
level, e.g. in the European Bologna Process. Any 
kind of regional reform process in Africa would have 
to consider the role of associations in liaising with 
regional governments and shaping stakeholder 
consultation. Student input is also crucial, and the 
feedback of the student organisations and the 
Erasmus Mundus Alumni brought forward critical 
questions for future cooperation, programming, 
and discussions on brain drain. 

 


