
ESU Strategic
Political Priorities

These strategic priorities outline the objectives to be advocated for within ESU’s various
work areas for the five years of 2025 to 2029. The chapters, goals and indicators in this
document are not put in the order of priority.

The European Students’ Union promotes and
represents the interests of almost 20 million students,
represented through national unions of students in
ESU, to all key European decision-making bodies. ESU
participates in and aims to influence European policy-
making, particularly from the lens of higher education.

2025-2029

Strategic Pr ior it ies 
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To promote the v iews of
students on the educat ional
system as a whole.

 To promote the social ,
economic,  pol i t ical  and cul tural
interests  of  s tudents and the
human r ights  of  s tudents which
have a direct  or  indirect  effect
on educat ion and on the status
and welfare of  s tudents in
society .

 To promote equal  opportuni t ies
for al l  s tudents regardless of
their  pol i t ical  bel ief ,  re l ig ion;
ethnic or  cul tural  or igin ,
gender,  sexual  or ientat ion,
socio-economic background or
any disabi l i ty  they may have.

Current  context  of  h igher educat ion.  In recent  years ,  Europe has
faced numerous cr ises ,  inc luding the COVID-19 pandemic,  the
Russian fu l l-scale invasion of  Ukraine,  and the ongoing tr ip le
planetary cr is is .  These chal lenges have been accompanied by a
r ise in ant i-democrat ic  sent iments ,  d is information,  polar isat ion,
and radical isat ion.

Addit ional ly ,  rapid technological  advancements have lef t  the
higher educat ion sector struggl ing to keep pace,  whi le pol i t ical
responses remain insuff ic ient .  Many higher educat ion systems are
also grappl ing with f inancial  pressures due to underfunding and
the increasing commodif icat ion of  educat ion.  The out l ined
Strategic Pol i t ical  Pr ior i t ies  have been developed against  th is
backdrop of  complex pol i t ical  chal lenges affect ing students and
higher educat ion inst i tut ions and systems al ike.
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In its work, ESU is guided by its aims and values:

Current context of higher education:

 To promote access to
qual i ty  h igher educat ion for
al l  people.

 To promote European and
global  cooperat ion and to
faci l i tate information
exchange with students and
students ’  organisat ions.

 To promote co-operat ion
with other organised groups
in matters pertaining to
educat ion and student l i fe .

 To provide ass is tance and
support  to students ’  unions
in Europe in their  work to
protect  and f ight  for  s tudent
interests .
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Strategic Focus 1

Over the past  few years ,  the costs  of  l iv ing in European countr ies have
increased s igni f icant ly ,  in  l ine with high rates of  inf lat ion and
increasing energy pr ices.  Many students are already l iv ing in a
dif f icul t  economic s i tuat ion,  and so they have been part icular ly
affected by the increased pr ices.  In most  countr ies ,  the increase in
costs  has been even higher for  s tudents than the general  inf lat ion,
because of  sharp pr ice increases for  e .g.  accommodation and food.
Equal  access to higher educat ion is  fundamental  for  a democrat ic
society with a high degree of  social  mobi l i ty .  In  order for  educat ion to
be avai lable to al l ,  both costs  of  l iv ing and studying needs to be kept
low. This  also appl ies for  internat ional  s tudents ,  as ESU bel ieves that
higher educat ion should be access ible to al l .

Goals for 2029

Equal Access to Higher Education

Actions

Increasing affordabil i ty and accessibi l i ty of  higher education.

 Tuit ion-free higher education is more broadly avai lable in
European countr ies.

 Further the part icipation of persons from vulnerable,
disadvantaged and underrepresented groups in higher education.

 Al l  higher education systems implement concrete strategies to
support students,  as wel l  as legal requirements and f inancial
incentives for HEIs .

 Promote the creation of a report by the Commission on the l iv ing
condit ions of students within the EEA including steps forward for an
inclusivity framework.

 Advocate for a Counci l  recommendation on student support
services,  establ ishing minimum standards for the investments in
student grants,  HEI  retention efforts ,  healthcare,  mental  health
support ,  housing,  transport and other services.

 Ensure that student housing wi l l  be tackled in the European
Affordable Housing Plan and that student poverty wi l l  be one of the
focus areas in the EU Anti-Poverty Strategy.



Strategic Focus 2

Democracy in Europe is  under threat ,  impact ing students '  l ives and
representat ion.  Many young people feel  disconnected from pol i t ical
processes,  wi th their  voices often s idel ined in decis ions affect ing their
educat ion and future.  This  disconnect ion is  worsened by barr iers  l ike
l imited access to governance and lack of  awareness about their  r ights .
Act ive student part ic ipat ion is  v i ta l  for  foster ing an inclus ive and
democrat ic  educat ional  environment .  Mechanisms that  empower
students in decis ion- making and act ive c i t izenship are needed,
ensur ing their  perspect ives are valued and bui ld ing a more
democrat ic  society .

Democracy and Governance
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a. Student representation and participation
Act ive student part ic ipat ion and representat ion
are v i tal  for  effect ive governance in h igher
educat ion.  Many inst i tut ions,  l ike the European
Univers i ty  Al l iances,  s t i l l  lack proper frameworks
that  ensure student voices are heard in key
decis ions affect ing their  academic l ives .  To
address th is ,  we must  protect  and broaden the
representat ion we already have,  as wel l  as
bolster  s tudent part ic ipat ion across al l  levels  of
governance to foster  inclus iv i ty  and
col laborat ion.  By empowering students to
engage in pol icy-making,  we can create a more
democrat ic  landscape that  values their  ins ights
and enhances the overal l  qual i ty  of  educat ion.

Goals for 2029
Safeguard student
representation
based on
democratic electoral
principles.

Expand student
part icipation in al l
spaces of higher
education
governance.

Actions
Advocate for a student part icipation framework for the Al l iances,
recognizing students as equal partners,  based on principles of
representativeness,  democratic elections and independency.  

Develop and advocate minimum requirements for student part icipation
in QA procedures and governance.  

Promoting the recognit ion of student part icipatory and representative
functions to elevate their  status and foster societal  appreciation.  

Advocate for transparency as a core value in higher education
governance,  ensuring open access to decision-making processes,
pol icies and f inancial  information for students.
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b. Fundamental values
The l ink between values and educat ion has gained attent ion recent ly ,
especial ly  with in the European Higher Educat ion Area (EHEA).  Efforts
are being made to establ ish a shared understanding of  fundamental
values (academic freedom, inst i tut ional  autonomy,  academic integr i ty ,
responsibi l i ty  for  and of  HE,  s tudent and staff  part ic ipat ion)  along with
a monitor ing framework.  However,  many students remain unaware of
these pr inciples and their  role in promoting democracy and social
cohesion.  Rais ing awareness of  these values and advocat ing for
European-level  protect ions of  s tudent r ights  is  v i ta l  to foster ing an
educat ional  environment that  upholds democrat ic  values and
encourages act ive c iv ic  part ic ipat ion.

Goals for 2029
Raising awareness on the importance of Fundamental Values,
Education for Democracy and Cit izenship Education.

Advocate for European level  instruments to safeguard student
r ights and support students affected by infr ingements.

Actions
 Promote a Counci l  recommendation on the upward convergence
of student r ights within the EU & promote the CoE Students Rights
Charter .

 Advocate for an European approach to a human r ights defenders
support tool  for pol it ical ly persecuted students at r isk .

 Promote values-based education (education for democracy,
active cit izenship education,  service learning,  SDGs) in curr iculum
design and third mission of HE.

 Establ ish a monitoring of attacks against academic freedom of
students and student representatives.



Strategic Focus 3

Recent cr ises have exposed the unpreparedness of  European higher
educat ion systems to address global  chal lenges.  Students deserve a
future-proof educat ion,  where they are equipped with updated
knowledge about global  and local  chal lenges,  as wel l  as the
knowledge and sk i l l s  to contr ibute to solut ions with in their  f ie ld,
which is  especial ly  important  in address ing the urgent need for  a
twin transi t ion in response to the tr ip le planetary cr is is .  

To better  safeguard educat ion against  large-scale cr ises ,  i t
requires coordinated investment and macroeconomic reforms at  the
European level ,  inc luding nat ional  funding,  EU support ,  s takeholder
involvement ,  and monitor ing.  To th is  end,  the Erasmus+ budget
needs to be increased to ensure that  the program's object ives can
be met.  

Addit ional ly ,  recent  pol i t ical  developments ,  making students which
are a vulnerable societal  group a de facto playbal l  of  other
pol i t ical  issues,  have lef t  s tudents from several  EHEA countr ies
excluded from Erasmus+,  l imit ing their  abi l i ty  to part ic ipate in
cross-European study mobi l i ty ,  Erasmus+ and internat ional isat ion.

Goals for 2029

Future-proof higher education

 Part icipation of Region-14,  the Republic of  Moldova and Hungary in
the Erasmus+ program.

 Ensure equal r ights for international students as domestic and EU
students.

 Advocate for increased f inancial  resources and instruments to
support the higher education sector and European University
Al l iances.

 Reduced direct and indirect carbon emissions from HEIs ,  and foster
knowledge about relevant cl imate and environmental issues through
curr icula.
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Strategic Focus 3

Future-proof higher education

Creation of a strategy on how to advocate for the integration of
excluded countr ies in the Erasmus+ program. 

Creation of a research paper on the l iv ing and study condit ions of
international students in Europe.  

Creation of an action plan to lobby the Erasmus+ budget for the
next 2028 - 2034 EU Mult iannual F inancial  Framework.  

Advocacy for the creation of a special  EU funding instrument for
investments in HE,  integration of HE in other investment tools (esp.
Regarding Green Deal ,  RRF & similar new tools) .  

Development of guidel ines for greener HEIs .  

Advocacy for the implementation of Education for Sustainable
Development (ESDs) and similar frameworks in al l  study programs. 

Promotion of alternative mobil i t ies ,  such as Blended Intensive
Programmes (BIP) ,  to increase accessibi l i ty for students who
cannot access tradit ional mobil i t ies and similar frameworks in al l
study programs. 

Advocate for long-term and sustainable EU funding for European
Universit ies init iat ive,  ensuring that specif ic funding is al located to
support student part icipation within the al l iances.  

Advocate for increasing the Erasmus+ budget for the mult iannual
f inancial  framework for years 2028-2034.

Actions
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Strategic Focus 4

The rapid spread of  AI-based and other technologies have emerged to
be a hot  topic on European level .  At  the same t ime,  whi le HEIs  have
begun to embrace the usage of  such tools  more and more,  s igni f icant
dispari t ies  pers is t  in  the implementat ion of  digi tal isat ion strategies
and legal  frameworks across countr ies ,  accompanied by ongoing
confusion and insuff ic ient  knowledge related to digi tal  tools  as wel l  as
insuff ic ient  infrastructure.  These gaps need to be addressed to ensure
that digi tal isat ion does not  exacerbate exist ing inequal i t ies  or  further
marginal ise vulnerable communit ies .  A cohesive and inclus ive
approach is  necessary for  digi tal isat ion to benef i t  a l l  s tudents equal ly .

Goals for 2029

 Student-centred Digitalisation

Actions

Ensure equal opportunit ies in the access to digital  tools ,  devices and
infrastructure and the implementation of more inclusive study
environments.

 Advocate for a higher education tai lored to the unique needs and goals
of each student and for the use of art i f icial  Intel l igence in higher
education that puts the students,  their  interests and their  r ights at the
centre.

Include the qual ity assurance of digital  learning tools and methods in the
European Standards and Guidel ines (ESGs) for Quality Assurance.  

Work at the European level  on a common approach to implement AI  use and
digital  tools in higher education within the EU (Digital  Education Action Plan,  AI
act ,  STEM Education Strategic Plan,  EU Teachers Agenda, etc.) ,  the EHEA (e.g.
Bologna tools ,  Commitments) and CoE.  

Advocate for equitable funding in digital isation to ensure that administrative
staff ,  academic staff  and students have the digital  equipment,  software,  and
knowledge to use AI  safely ,  cr it ical ly and constructively and to promote proper
training opportunit ies for al l  the part ies involved.  

Promote digital isation in open education,  including Open Educational Resources
(OERs) and open research outputs to encourage free and accesible knowledge
sharing across the EHEA.  

Promote a sustainabil i ty perspective on the environmental impact (e.g.  through
the excessive consumption of resources) in the usage of AI  and digital isation.  

Supervise the development of the European Data Union Strategy 
   & promote students’  r ights to privacy.



Strategic Focus 5

Since the implementat ion of  the Bologna Process across Europe,  learner-
centred educat ion remains an aspirat ion that  s t i l l  needs to be fu l ly
operat ional ized across both the European Higher Educat ion Area and the
European Educat ion Area.  Over the years ,  the integrat ion of  th is  approach has
been inconsistent  across inst i tut ions and countr ies .  Whi le the Bologna Process
promotes f lex ibi l i ty ,  employabi l i ty ,  and l i fe long learning,  s igni f icant  barr iers
pers is t ,  inc luding r ig id curr icula,  outdated teaching methods and l imited
student part ic ipat ion in decis ion-making processes.  By 2029,  the E(H)EA must
establ ish a comprehensive system that  ensures inclus ive,  learner-centred
educat ion,  foster ing f lex ible learning pathways and embedding a strong
qual i ty  cul ture across al l  European educat ion inst i tut ions.

 A learner-centred E(H)EA 
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a. Flexible Learning Pathways
Flexible learning pathways are essent ial  for
ensur ing that  h igher educat ion adapts to the
diverse needs of  al l  s tudents ,  inc luding part-t ime
learners ,  working profess ionals ,  parent-students
and marginal ised groups such as refugees and
students with disabi l i t ies .  By providing automatic
recognit ion,  personal ised learning and faci l i tat ing
the recognit ion of  pr ior  learning and non-
tradit ional  learning experiences across Europe,
higher educat ion inst i tut ions can al low students to
pursue educat ion at  their  own pace.  By 2029,
f lex ible learning pathways wi l l  help foster  breaking
down barr iers  for  non-tradit ional  learners ,  foster ing
an inclus ive and adaptable educat ional  framework.

Goals for 2029
The establ ishment of
a Europe-wide
system of automatic
recognit ion and
recognit ion of prior
learning.  

Advocacy for the
empowerment of al l
learners across
Europe through
student-centred
education pathways
that foster
transversal  and
future-proof ski l ls .

Actions
Advocacy for a revision of the Counci l  Recommendation on
val idating non-formal and informal learning (2012) with the
inclusion of specif ic adapted provisions for HE.

Advocacy for a systematisation of recognit ion of prior learning
and quali f ications for refugees and other marginal ised groups
within the Counci l  of  Europe framework.

Develop ESU pol icy for a student-centred social  and f lexible
approach based on the EHEA’s PAGs for the EU Ski l ls  Agenda
(encompassing the announced The Ski l ls  Portabi l i ty Init iat ive,
European Strategy for VET,  Action Plan on Basic Ski l ls ,  

    STEM Education Strategic Plan,  Pact for Ski l ls) .
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b. Transforming Quality Assurance
As higher educat ion systems across Europe become more
interconnected through in i t iat ives l ike European Univers i ty  Al l iances,
the qual i ty  and recognit ion of  learning experiences must  remain
consistent  and rel iable.  With the growing importance of  cross-border
educat ion and diverse educat ional  tools ,  such as microcredent ials  and
the push for  a European degree framework,  i t ’ s  essent ial  that  qual i ty
assurance evolves to ref lect  these developments .  Ensur ing student
perspect ives are integral  to th is  process is  key to bui ld ing an educat ion
system that  is  both high-qual i ty  and responsive to societal  chal lenges.

Goals for 2029

Enhanced student part icipation in the ESGs and meaningful
implementation of Social  Dimension and Fundamental Values.

Enhanced automatic recognit ion and recognit ion of prior
learning procedures.

Actions

 Advocacy for ESGs that ref lect the social  dimension of education
and public responsibi l i ty and student involvement in governance.

 Advocacy for the inclusion of microcredentials within national
quali f ication frameworks,  ensuring they are al igned with ESGs and
recognized across borders.

 Co-creation of the Counci l  of  Europe Convention on Automatic
Recognit ion and raising awareness within the student unions.

 Development of up-to-date pol icy on ECTS and advocacy for
including ESU stands in revision of ECTS Users guide.

 Development of an ESU posit ion and advocacy strategy for QA
framework for the European University Al l iances.



 The SPP are designed for a f ive-year period,  outl ining clear pol it ical
goals and strategies for achieving them. Annually ,  they inform the Plan
of Work adopted by the Board,  which directs the EC’s actions during its
mandate.  The SPP are integrated across the work clusters identif ied in
the Plan of Work.

1 .

 At  each annual Spring Board Meeting,  the EC provides an update on the
SPP implementation as part of  the General  Activity Report .

2 .

 After 2 .5 years,  the EC conducts a mid-term review, assessing the
pol it ical  landscape. Necessary adjustments are proposed to the Board.  A
report on the implementation is del ivered,  regardless of whether
changes are proposed or not .

3 .

 ESU’s Pol icy Papers and Statements elaborate on its vis ion for higher
education and complement the SPP by providing further detai l  on the
outl ined goals.

4.

The SPP framework aligns with several
key European (higher education) events:

European Elections 2024 (informing the development of this SPP)1 .
Counci l  of  Europe Ministerial  Conference 2026 (informing the mid-term
review)

2.

EHEA Ministerial  Conference 2027 ( informing the mid-term review)3.
European Elections 2029 (informing the development of the next SPP)4.
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Implementation of the Strategy

These Strategic Pol i t ical  Pr ior i t ies  (SPP) def ine the key object ives that  the
European Students '  Union (ESU) wi l l  advocate for  across i ts  work areas from
2025 to 2029.  The SPP were co-created by ESU’s  membership and Execut ive
Committee (EC) ,  wi th contr ibut ions from a Task Force that  operated between
May - October 2024.  This  Task Force included representat ives of  Nat ional
Unions of  Students and of  the EC to guarantee.  Dur ing BM86 a consul tat ion
sess ion was conducted,  inc luding a PESTEL analys is  of  current  pol i t ical
trends regarding general  and higher educat ion trends,  which was analysed
by the Task Force.  The f inal  document received approval  at  ESU’s  88th
Board Meet ing in November 2024,  held in Oslo,  Norway.

The following are the implementation steps for the SPP:



2024

2029

2025

May-September:
Task Force on SPP,  Consul tat ions

with the board,  Draft ing

June:
European Elect ions

November:
Adopt ion

May:
Report ing,  Next  Plan of  Work

May:
Report ing,  Next  Plan of  Work

September:
CoE Minister ial  Conference

Mid-term evaluat ion

Mid-term reports  +  amendments ( i f  needed)

May:
Report ing,  Next  Plan of  Work,
EHEA Minister ial  Conference

May - September:

November:

2026

2027
May:
Report ing,  Next  Plan of  Work

2028

May:
Final  Report ing,  Next  Plan of  Work

May - September:
Task Force on SPP,  Consul tat ions with the board,  Draft ing

November:
Adopt ion

June:
European Elect ions
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