Career path for EEAS AST and AST/SC staff
In analogy to the career path for EEAS AD staff, the present paper is a basis for discussion to be followed by implementation of a future career policy for AST and AST/SC staff aiming at providing rewarding careers in line with the needs of the service and the provisions of the 2014 Staff Regulations. 
1. AST/SC career 

The AST/SC function group was created in the 2014 Staff Regulations as an independent career stream focusing mainly on secretarial and clerical tasks (Staff Regulation, article 6). Colleagues recently joined the EEAS through EPSO competitions (EPSO/AST-SC/01/14 & EPSO/AST/-SC/03/15), responding to a constant need for highly qualified secretaries and clerks in the service. Newly recruited AST/SCs need to build up their skills through an appropriate and compulsory training programme and gain EEAS specific secretarial and field competences by working in different departments and at different levels, including Delegations. 

As part of the established staff, AST/SCs should have the right to go to Delegations after minimum two years spent in the EEAS headquarters. Posts can be created, for instance, in certain delegations and as Assistant to Head of Political Section. No minimum grade will be required to apply to the rotation exercise.
For those AST/SC who proved to have the potential and desire to fulfil pure AST functions (which comes with an increased level of autonomy and responsibility, a larger variety of skills, a polyvalent profile demonstrated by work experience in several fields/themes) the EEAS should foresee a "mini certification" at the grade AST/SC 3, meaning the right to undertake a process to become AST, in line with the certification exercise. Opportunity shall be given to a limited amount of colleagues, ie. 2/3 per year. Moreover, AST/SCs should have choices for progression though internal competition exercises.
Proposed EEAS AST/SC Career Path according to the EPSO/AST/-SC/03/15 competition:

1. The first career path includes colleagues recruited for administrative support tasks. General nature of the duties: handling and following-up technical and administrative files in line with the applicable framework; drafting correspondence, notes, minutes, and/or reports; managing and archiving documents; assisting in the coordination and planning of the department's work.
2. A specific career path shall be created for AST/SCs with support tasks in the field of budget and financial management. General nature of the duties: handling budget implementation files in compliance with financial rules in force (administrative monitoring of invitations to tender, preparation of contracts, monitoring of related transactions, etc.); recording and monitoring of validation of transactions (commitment proposals, payment orders, recovery orders, data relating to contracts and contractors, etc.); checking invoices; handling financial files, including correspondence, filing and archiving. Specific, targeted training (ABAC, and IT tools but also financial regulations and updates) to be put in place. Even more, when new staff take up duties, the mandatory training can already be pre-approved, so that the managers are sure that they have staff operational immediately. 
3. Candidates with a real secretarial background shall be selected to occupy AST/SC secretarial posts. The EPSO competitions for recruiting AST/SCs shall call for candidates with skills and competences required from a secretary. AST/SC path shall remain a secretary path career. AST/SC staff recruited as secretaries should work as secretaries to Heads of Division. AST/SC colleagues could move from a support secretary to a principal secretary in a Division and/or a secretariat for a Middle Manager until Senior Management. Such a career progression shall be reflected in respective job titles (support secretary, secretary and principal secretary). General nature of the duties: organising the department's administrative and support activities (meetings, official travel etc.); handling/managing/archiving documents and requests for action (receipt, processing, follow-up, and filing of documents, reports and correspondence); handling and following-up administrative and technical matters for the department/unit; keeping and updating the unit/department diary, answering calls, taking messages.
	Grade
	Title
	Training paths

	Administrative Support 

	1-3
	Administrative Support Agent
	Colleagues should undertake all mandatory trainings needed to work as an administrative assistant in the EEAS, included ARES.

	4-6
	Administrative Assistant
	More trainings for career development can be foreseen

	Financial Support

	1-3
	Financial Support Agent
	Colleagues should undertake all mandatory trainings needed to work as a financial agent in the EEAS, included ARES.

	4-6
	Financial Assistant
	More trainings for career development can be foreseen

	Secretarial Support 

	1-2
	Secretaries to Divisions/ Heads of Division
	During the first grade of recruitment (AST/SC colleagues should undertake all mandatory trainings needed to work as a secretary in the EEAS. For instance, ARES, MIPS, DECIDE, etc.

	3-6
	Secretaries to Senior Management
	More trainings for career development can be foreseen to acquire knowledge on the topic of a specific department.


2. AST assistant career 
The first phase of an AST career (AST 1 – 3) is the bedrock foundation from which many interesting career streams can be consciously developed and cultivated. These career streams can be roughly divided into 3 broad career paths: 
· Secretarial Assistant
·  Administrative Assistant
·  Finance, Contracts and Audit Assistant 

Secretarial assistant:  this encompasses an array of tasks including events management, management of protocol matters, coordinator/editor of web page content for a Division, "auteur de dossier" of legislative procedures. The list is not exhaustive but gives an idea of how far the job of an AST working at Division level can evolve. If an AST chooses to develop himself or herself in this direction, s/he can start as an assistant in the secretariat of a division and then progresses to work for a deputy managing director, for a managing director, for a Head of Delegation and so on, assuming higher responsibilities and gaining visibility as s/he proceeds within the timeframe of 9-12 years. 
However, the opportunities to work for the senior management, in parallel with the pyramid structure of the organisation, necessarily mean that there are fewer posts available for a relatively large pool of able and capable AST colleagues. Since this pool of experienced secretarial assistants have been exposed to a comprehensive overview of the workfiles of the EEAS, they are ideal candidates (to be retrained if necessary) for the second and third career paths mentioned below.

Administrative Assistant: this encompasses a variety of positions including: IT Service or Project Assistant, Human Resources Assistant, Webmaster-Editor/Journalist, Press Assistant, Information and Communication Assistant/Media, and Information Security Officer. Again, the list is not exhaustive. If an AST chooses this career path, normal secretarial tasks can be bypassed from day 1, so that time is dedicated to training and professional development, with possibly a training passport documenting all the relevant trainings involved to be developed in parallel. It is from this career stream that the current idea of a "co-desk" can originate from.
Finance, Contracts and Audit Assistant: this career stream culminates into being a Head of Sector, a Team Leader, or Head of Administration in a Delegation. A first position can be that of a Initiating Financial Agent, progressing to Finance and Contracts Assistant – Verification, to a full-fledged Financial Administrator or an Audit Administrator. 
Every step of the way, career guidance, training and mentoring should be provided. For example, an AST who has chosen the Finance/Audit stream should be given as part of an induction programme a detailed training on the Financial Circuits and the Financial Regulations that govern the institutions. S/he should progress with practical training in ABAC, how to set up expert groups, how to conduct tenders in procurement procedures. S/he should be able to approach HR and get answers as to the next step to take.
Similar to AD staff, mobility and the creation of polyvalent profiles accompanied by targeted training must be the guiding principles in the first phase of AST careers. However, mobility for ASTs should not be religiously enforced to the detriment of their own career development. Ideally, a term in a Delegation, whether as an Assistant to Head of Delegation or an Assistant to Head of Political, Press and Information, or as a Head of Administration  could be envisaged, for those who have the profile, temperament and aspiration for such a posting outside of the EU.
Although the opportunity to work in the front-line as junior diplomats representing the EU in third countries can be seen as a positive career development, attention in the planning of the annual workprogramme should foresee suitable positions for when these colleagues return to HQ. Efforts should be made to ensure that these colleagues' experience in the delegations  would continue to be appreciated and utilized in EEAS HQ.
In a transitional phase the EEAS will also rely on AST colleagues to continue to assume secretarial tasks. However, a modern management of human resources would recognise that experienced ASTs are being re-deployed for more junior positions and tasks, at the expense of those colleagues whose AST careers are effectively blocked. 
Assistant (AST 4-9)
Colleagues wishing to remain within the traditional AST career (up to AST 9) would be encouraged to move between a variety of jobs in HQ and in Delegations and supported by their hierarchy in identifying and developing potential and taking on diversifying tasks.  Clear job descriptions with identification of clear categories and profiles and skills/experience required would support staff in being aware of the different possibilities available.

The mobility and rotation exercises offer opportunities for a varied career: Assistant in a Division, mobility towards a thematic division (crisis management or geographic), administrative assistant, a posting to a Delegation (Assistant to HoD, HoA and co-desk). 
The career path for Heads of Administration, Heads of Sector, and Team Leaders would be integrated in the general AST career path and allow for interested colleagues to focus on these functions from an early stage, again supported by adequate training opportunities and career guidance.
Mobility between different policy areas with an increasing level of responsibility (Co-desk, Team leader, Head of Sector, Assistant to a Senior Manager or to a Head of Delegation) will be considered an advantage in the career development and for promotions. In addition, know-how gained in management and leadership roles will be recognised for future development. 
 A transparent and objective assessment at selection and matching stage would ensure a proper balance between the candidate's profile and the specificities of a Delegation.  A ranking of Delegations based on various criteria would also contribute to a clearer advancement and increase in responsibilities from one posting to another. 

An adequate number of posts in HQ need to be identified for returning HoA to allow them to continue to develop their skills and competencies and for EEAS to benefit from their acquired knowledge and experience. They could also be used to train and mentor colleagues new to the job and provide administrative support to Delegations, for example as floaters, participation in selection panels and evaluation committees.  

Formal and informal training, mentoring and career guidance will support ASTs in following different career options and allow them to update their skills to adapt to changes in their working environment.  A clear training path with compulsory trainings for different options will be established.  Possible secondments to Member States would also allow ASTs to see how different MFAs work and bring back new ideas.  Similarly, postings to CSDP missions and operations would give first-hand experience in the field.
To develop beyond AST 9, there are two potential streams:

Senior Assistant (AST 10-11)
According to the new Staff Regulations, Senior Assistants can occupy posts of "special responsibility" such as  Assistant to Senior Management, Head of Sector in the administration or in the crisis management structures,  Head of Administration in a more complex Delegation, Service Managers, Security Officers and desk officers.  

In order to adequately perform his/her duties as Senior Assistant, AST staff should have experience in different geographic/thematic/administrative areas of the service; Delegation experience would be considered an asset.
Senior Assistants will be appointed through a transparent publication/selection procedure. Following the selection, successful candidates will be assigned according to service needs and in line with  their specific profiles. 
Certification (AST 5-11) 

The certification procedure is based on Article 45a of the Staff Regulations which allows for AST officials, grade 5 and upwards, to apply for an AD post after successful completion of a mandatory training programme.  

A polyvalent profile and the proven capacity to work autonomously and in different fields of responsibility would form the main selection criteria for future certification candidates.  The certification path is reserved for those candidates who have already demonstrated this potential.  

In addition to specific career paths that allow AST-SCs and ASTs to develop and progress in their careers, assistants of all levels should be encouraged to be involved in additional activities which contribute to the overall team spirit of the service, e.g. AST Network, well-being sessions, volunteering, mentoring, in-house trainings.  Participation in such activities should be recognised as part of career development.  
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