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Strengthening Centres of Vocational Excellence 
in the next Erasmus+ programme
A Strategic Investment in Europe’s Skills, Competitiveness and Resilience

Submitted by:
A coalition of  Dutch VET providers, Universities of Applied Sciences, employers’ organisations, and regional 
innovation ecosystems

Summary
Europe is facing a defining moment for its future. 
Re-industrialisation, the green and digital transitions, 
geopolitical instability and demographic change re-
quire Europe to strengthen its own capacity to pro-
duce, maintain and innovate. Strategic autonomy and 
security of supply are no longer abstract ambitions - 
they depend on people with the right skills. 

Skilled technicians, operators, craft professionals, digi-
tal specialists and care workers are essential to deliver 
Europe’s energy systems, manufacturing capacity, de-
fense readiness, digital infrastructure and social ser-
vices. 

Addressing these challenges requires bold, strategic in-
vestment in skills ecosystems, innovation capacity, and 
cross-border cooperation. These are the foundations of 
Europe’s long-term competitiveness and social cohe-
sion. 

As Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs1) have 
proven to be an effective instrument at Europe’s dis-
posal, we emphasize our ambition and willingness to 
contribute to Europe’s challenges. Funded under the 
Erasmus+ programme, they bring together vocational 
education and training (VET) institutions, higher edu-
cation institutions, businesses, social partners, research 
institutes, and public authorities. These sustainable 
public–private partnerships deliver measurable results: 
accelerated skills development, innovation, and inclu-
sive regional growth. 

The current proposal for the Erasmus+ programme falls 
short of enabling CoVEs and the University Alliances to 
realize their full ambitions. It fails to adequately support 
the strategic positioning, provide incentives for long-
term funding certainty, and scalability that they re-
quire. Without corrective action, the EU risks losing the 
proven gains. It would be abandoning a highly effective 
model at the moment its expansion is most needed.

Therefore we call for the following: 

•	 Increase the Erasmus+ budget to €60 billion in 
the next MFF   

•	 Embed CoVEs recognition in article 7 of the 
Erasmus+ regulation  

•	 Introduce long-term investment pathways in 
article 6 of the Erasmus+ regulation  

•	 Include a clear definition of CoVEs in article 2 of 
the Erasmus+ regulation  

•	 Enable scalability through complementary 
funding by the ECF  

•	 Improve SME accessibility  

•	 Shift evaluation towards Ecosystem Impact  

•	 Connect the CoVEs systematically into oth-
er programmes, such as the ECF (addressing 
skills), ESF+, NRPP and Horizon. 

•	 Allocate funding to the Community of Practice 
of the CoVEs
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The Strategic Value of Centres of Vocational Excellence

CoVEs are structured, sustainable public–private part-
nerships. They connect VET institutions, universities of 
applied sciences, higher education institutions, compa-
nies including SMEs, social partners, public authorities, 
and research institutes. Together, these partners build 
regional and cross-border skills ecosystems. 

Their work spans several interconnected areas. They 
deliver high-quality vocational education and training 
while also supporting innovation and applied research. 
At the same time, they facilitate technology transfer 
and SME development, promote entrepreneurship and 
start-up activity, and thereby strengthen regional com-
petitiveness. Through these combined efforts, CoVEs 
position themselves at the heart of Europe’s most press-
ing ambitions by advancing the Union of Skills, driving 
the green and digital transitions, and reinforcing SME 
competitiveness, regional cohesion, and democratic re-
silience. 

For example, the EPLUG2 CoVE shows how internation-
al collaboration can address skills shortages in the ur-
ban greening sector by developing specialised curricula 
and hands-on training in sustainable landscaping and 
biodiversity. By bringing together education providers, 
businesses, and local authorities, the project aligned 
VET programmes with industry needs while educat-
ing and upskilling student and adult learners as well as 
teachers. This resulted in 45 new or updated qualifica-
tions and the development of sector-relevant technical, 
green, digital, and transversal skills. 

The PoVE Water Scale-Up3 CoVE demonstrates innova-
tion in VET by integrating immersive technologies such 
as VR simulations, virtual laboratories, and interactive 
tools to teach water system and wastewater manage-
ment. Through international activities like summer and 
winter schools, hackathons, and “Water Days,” students 
and professionals collaborate across borders and gain 
practical experience in realistic learning environments. 

By combining immersive technology, storytelling 
methodologies, and industry-involved curriculum 
design, the project enhances the attractiveness and 
quality of VET while preparing learners for real-world 
challenges in the water sector. 

Their role is vital. For SMEs, they are engines of inno-
vation and knowledge. For learners and workers, they 
bridge education and the labour market. For policy-
makers, they provide living platforms to test and scale 
cross-border sectoral skills recognition. For the wider 
continent, they carry innovation and competitiveness 
outward. 

The impact in the Netherlands alone is significant. 
Over 600 public–private partnerships4 are currently 
active. They reach 149,000 students annually and in-
volve 39,000 companies. Some 18,000 teachers and re-
searchers participate. Every Dutch VET institution and 
university of applied sciences is engaged. All economic 
sectors are covered.  

Dutch engagement at European level is equally strong. 
Dutch organisations participate as partners or coordi-
nators in 25 of the 69 CoVEs awarded under Erasmus+. 
These figures cover all CoVEs funded since the start of 
the initiative in 2019 up to those granted in 2025. This 
level of participation from the Netherlands reflects 
both real capacity and commitment. 

Similar to the Dutch experience, national public–pri-
vate partnership models for skills and innovation are 
emerging across Europe, including initiatives such as 
the French Campus des Métiers et des Qualifications 
and comparable skills ecosystems in countries such as 
Poland, Spain, Italy and Norway. 

Insufficient strategic recognition and financial funding 

The 2025 CoVE call demonstrated exceptional demand, with a success rate below 5%. While the amount of well-writ-
ten proposal reflects strong commitment across Europe, the success rate also indicates a clear underfinancing of 
the instrument. The EU risks discouragement among stakeholders and CoVE ecosystems and there is a loss of 
innovation potential.  

CoVEs operate in complex regional ecosystems that require continuity beyond short project cycles. In the current 
funding scheme, CoVEs receive project funding, but there is no scale-up or longterm vision for funding or valori-
sation. Without predictable funding, these unique public-private partnerships never reach their full potential. The 
private sector asks for a more long-term vision and public co-financing to develop functioning eco-systems.   

The CoVEs have proven to be a instrument of relevance, working on the most pressing EU challenges. The 
next step must be to scale-up and unlock the unused potential. 
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Our recommendations

•	 Increase the Erasmus+ budget to €60 billion in 
the next MFF  
A minimum of €60 billion euro’s is needed for 
the next Erasmus+ programme. The programme 
needs to respond to the growing mobility de-
mand. Besides, the programme is needed to 
strengthen quality education, support democrat-
ic resilience and support the goals of the Union 
of Skills. With a stable and increased budget, the 
Erasmus+ programme can live up to it’s prom-
ise and enable the development and scaling of 
CoVEs, without losing it’s ability to fund student 
mobility.  

•	 Embed recognition in article 7 
Article 7 of the Erasmus+ regulation should ex-
plicitly mention capacity-building actions, digital 
recognition of learning outcomes and facilitate 
transferable skills across borders. CoVEs provide 
a suitable framework to test and scale such ini-
tiatives.   

•	 Introduce long-term investment pathways 
Article 6 of the Erasmus+ regulation should not 
only mention the Centres of Vocational Excel-
lence as example, but introduce long-term in-
vestment pathways to create clarity and certain-
ty.  

•	 Include a clear definition of CoVEs in article 2 
The Erasmus+ regulation should include a formal 
definition5 in article 2 to define the CoVEs. A clear 
definition enhances legal certainty, accessibility, 
and coherence.  
“Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) are a 
European flagship initiative to strengthen and 
develop Vocational Education and Training 
(VET) in Europe. CoVE projects are funded under 
Erasmus+ and aim to enhance the quality and 
innovation of VET. CoVEs are not just training 
institutions, but collaborative networks of local 
and international partners that respond to the 
evolving requirements of learners, businesses 
and communities”.

•	 Enable scalability through complementary funding 
by the ECF 
Successful CoVEs should be able to scale via comple-
mentary funding streams. This is needed to provide the 
opportunities to outgrow the experimental phase and 
to enlarge and scale-up the public-private partnerships. 
The European Competitiveness Fund is a logical place 
in the European infrastructure to provide structured 
scale-up possibilities. This would clearly increase lever-
age, continuity and impact of the CoVEs.  

•	 Improve SME accessibility  
To strengthen SME participation, the Erasmus+ pro-
gramme needs to simplify administrative procedures, 
reduce reporting burdens, introduce indirect funding 
mechanisms and provide onboarding grants similar to 
small-scale cooperation partnerships.

•	 Shift evaluation towards ecosystem impact  
Evaluation frameworks should prioritise ecosystem-lev-
el outcomes, including skills development, innovation 
capacity, labour market outcomes, regional economic 
growth and social inclusion. Project based output in-
dicators alone are insufficient to capture the systemic 
impact of the CoVEs.

•	 Allocate funding to the Community of Practice of the 
CoVEs 
Project leaders of CoVEs collaborate in a voluntary Com-
munity of Practice to exchange experiences and jointly 
address common challenges. The initiative also engag-
es with stakeholders such as Cedefop, the European 
Commission, and the ETF, and the importance of this 
collaboration is also recognised by the European Com-
mission itself. Dedicated funding is essential to sustain 
the impact and long-term sustainability of the CoVEs.  

•	 A promotional brochure for the CoVEs: Unlocking Potential - 
Publications Office of the EU 

•	 An analytical report with findings and recommendations: 
Advancing European Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVE) 
- Publications Office of the EU 

•	 Annex with detailed info on 25 CoVEs (sample of projects 
selected for the above documents): CoVE case studies - 
Publications Office of the EU 

•	 New publications spotlight Erasmus+ Centres of Vocational 
Excellence - Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion

New publications about the Erasmus+ CoVEs 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fop.europa.eu%2Fen%2Fpublication-detail%2F-%2Fpublication%2F2d6f1edd-f740-11f0-b9bc-01aa75ed71a1&data=05%7C02%7Cs.vancuijlenborg%40mboraad.nl%7C8da9d0f1c64f4e1c039e08de6236c7dc%7Ca3b68aaff349420a94c0e0e7e56b73e0%7C0%7C0%7C639056184632419508%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=o%2BF8BxchFGQ1XvWcaJ4qk9q7x292fxr3nRv86bDY7Do%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fop.europa.eu%2Fen%2Fpublication-detail%2F-%2Fpublication%2F2d6f1edd-f740-11f0-b9bc-01aa75ed71a1&data=05%7C02%7Cs.vancuijlenborg%40mboraad.nl%7C8da9d0f1c64f4e1c039e08de6236c7dc%7Ca3b68aaff349420a94c0e0e7e56b73e0%7C0%7C0%7C639056184632419508%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=o%2BF8BxchFGQ1XvWcaJ4qk9q7x292fxr3nRv86bDY7Do%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fop.europa.eu%2Fen%2Fpublication-detail%2F-%2Fpublication%2Fea56f110-f678-11f0-b9bc-01aa75ed71a1%2Flanguage-en&data=05%7C02%7Cs.vancuijlenborg%40mboraad.nl%7C8da9d0f1c64f4e1c039e08de6236c7dc%7Ca3b68aaff349420a94c0e0e7e56b73e0%7C0%7C0%7C639056184632436033%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=dR2%2Fsx3SsHVVMCadML6b36S3y61l6L54N1m9sdp61fI%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fop.europa.eu%2Fen%2Fpublication-detail%2F-%2Fpublication%2Fea56f110-f678-11f0-b9bc-01aa75ed71a1%2Flanguage-en&data=05%7C02%7Cs.vancuijlenborg%40mboraad.nl%7C8da9d0f1c64f4e1c039e08de6236c7dc%7Ca3b68aaff349420a94c0e0e7e56b73e0%7C0%7C0%7C639056184632436033%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=dR2%2Fsx3SsHVVMCadML6b36S3y61l6L54N1m9sdp61fI%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fop.europa.eu%2Fen%2Fpublication-detail%2F-%2Fpublication%2F75dfd63d-f677-11f0-b9bc-01aa75ed71a1%2Flanguage-en&data=05%7C02%7Cs.vancuijlenborg%40mboraad.nl%7C8da9d0f1c64f4e1c039e08de6236c7dc%7Ca3b68aaff349420a94c0e0e7e56b73e0%7C0%7C0%7C639056184632452345%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ZWdruPGJS7okJRPN5rgbzw5fI6k%2BKPNsWeKxyZ5p24Y%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fop.europa.eu%2Fen%2Fpublication-detail%2F-%2Fpublication%2F75dfd63d-f677-11f0-b9bc-01aa75ed71a1%2Flanguage-en&data=05%7C02%7Cs.vancuijlenborg%40mboraad.nl%7C8da9d0f1c64f4e1c039e08de6236c7dc%7Ca3b68aaff349420a94c0e0e7e56b73e0%7C0%7C0%7C639056184632452345%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ZWdruPGJS7okJRPN5rgbzw5fI6k%2BKPNsWeKxyZ5p24Y%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Femployment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu%2Fnews%2Fnew-publications-spotlight-erasmus-centres-vocational-excellence-2026-03-10_en&data=05%7C02%7Cs.vancuijlenborg%40mboraad.nl%7C1d71a4d7fc724be8404008de7f60f4d9%7Ca3b68aaff349420a94c0e0e7e56b73e0%7C0%7C0%7C639088251726479886%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pRYhP4arBlj9LIDKkPO0yMZYFxQ2Ee6eW0lLiAy5V2c%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Femployment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu%2Fnews%2Fnew-publications-spotlight-erasmus-centres-vocational-excellence-2026-03-10_en&data=05%7C02%7Cs.vancuijlenborg%40mboraad.nl%7C1d71a4d7fc724be8404008de7f60f4d9%7Ca3b68aaff349420a94c0e0e7e56b73e0%7C0%7C0%7C639088251726479886%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pRYhP4arBlj9LIDKkPO0yMZYFxQ2Ee6eW0lLiAy5V2c%3D&reserved=0

