


Ministry of Education and Research (MoER)
Moldova Higher Education Project (MHEP)

Procurement Reference: MD-MOED-506302-CS-INDV

TERMS OF REFERENCE
Third-Party Verification Agent to verify the data and other evidence supporting the achievement of Performance Based Conditions (PBCs) Targets under the MHEP in accordance with the agreed verification protocol.

1. Background information on the Project
[bookmark: _Hlk46050752]
[bookmark: _Hlk204091318]Moldova Higher Education Project (MHEP) is a World Bank - financed Project (hereinafter “the Bank”) to be implemented between May 2020 and December 2029. The original Project is financed by the International Development Association (IDA) Credit of EUR 35.7 million (US$39.4 million equivalent). To continue education reforms in higher education sector and to strengthen the capacity for research and innovation in the higher education system to enable growth in its priority economic sectors, the Government of Moldova (GoM) requested Additional Financing (AF) for MHEP, which was approved by the Bank on May 13, 2025. 

The AF will be implemented over a period of four years, from January 2026 to December 2029, and is financed by the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) credit of EUR 30 million (US$32.4 million equivalent) and concessional co-financing from the Global Concessional Financing Facility (GCFF) in the amount of US$8.475 million equivalent (EUR 7.5 million). The Loan Agreement (Additional Financing for Higher Education Project) was ratified by the Parliament of the Republic of Moldova by the Law no 148 dated June 19, 2025.

The revised Project Development Objective (PDO) is to strengthen the capacity for research, quality assurance and refugee response in higher education, and to improve labor market orientation and internationalization in selected higher education institutions.
The AF will enhance the development impact of the ongoing project by continuing to support ongoing reforms on quality and labor market relevance, scale up and strengthen reform efforts in internationalization, support new efforts in research and innovation, and undertake key strategic reform initiatives, with concerted efforts for an integrated refugee response.
The AF aims to support the GoM in its efforts to transform and capacitate the higher education system to: (a) meet the needs of the labor market; (b) become a stronger member of the European and international research and innovation community; (c) support businesses with relevant technology infusion; and (d) become an attractive destination for international students and improve hosting conditions, while continuing to deepen the reforms being implemented under the ongoing project.
The Project is comprised of five components as described below.

· Component 1 - Improving the Quality Assurance Mechanisms and Strategic Policy Initiatives;
· Component 2 - Improving Labor Market Orientation, Research and Innovation;
· Component 3 - Project Management and Monitoring and Evaluation;
· Component 4 - Internationalization of Higher Education;
· Component 5 – Contingency Emergency Response. 

[bookmark: _Hlk204163337]Component 1 – Improving the Quality Assurance Mechanisms and Strategic Policy Initiatives. This component aims to improve Moldova higher education system’s quality assurance mechanisms, which would also contribute to improve its labor market orientation. It comprises four sub-components that support activities in: (i) National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and Quality Assurance (QA); (ii) System Management and Monitoring; (iii) Higher Education Financing; and (iv) Strategic policy initiatives. 

The main results of the new subcomponent 1.4 Strategic policy initiatives will be awarded through three Performance Based Conditions (PBCs). 
Through PBC-1 (University administrator (senior- and mid-level) trainings plans prepared and approved) and PBC-2 (Senior- and mid-level Higher Education Institutions administrators trained and certified by an independent technical entity based on approved University Administrator Training Plans), the project will finance the capacity building of university administrative leadership and mid-level management teams to implement strategic policy initiatives, based on a capacity building and training plan approved by the MoER. Through PBC-3 (Universities have implemented aggregate data sharing protocols for at least two data modules with the national HEMIS, including refugee student data), the AF will incentivize the operationalization of the Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS) being developed under the parent project, by facilitating systematized data sharing between Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and MoER.

Component 2 – Improving the Labor Market Orientation, Research and Innovation. This component comprises four subcomponents: Subcomponent 2.1 Higher Education Improvement Program (HEIP) preparation; Subcomponent 2.2 HEIP implementation; Subcomponent 2.3 Improving Research and Innovation in Higher Education; and Subcomponent 2.4 Establishing Agriculture Innovation Center.

Subcomponents 2.2 finances the design and implementation of a targeted and needs-based program (Higher Education Improvement Program - HEIP) aimed at improving the labor market orientation of Moldova’s higher education institutions, as well as their research capacity. 

[bookmark: _Hlk204152050]Two new subcomponents have been introduced under the AF within Component 2: Subcomponent 2.3 Improving Research and Innovation in Higher Education to strengthen institutional capacity for management of research and creating state-of-the-art research infrastructure/laboratories to enable high quality research while promoting a culture of research among young researchers; and Subcomponent 2.4 Establishing Agriculture Innovation Center to support the establishment of an institutional structure in the form of an innovation center to nurture a robust innovation ecosystem in the area of climate-resilient agriculture and food, including infrastructure, research and training of human resources. This component comprises two PBCs as mentioned below. 

Through PBC-4 (Students and researchers from selected universities and other relevant institutions, who are trained and certified in research proposal writing to access external research funding), the project will support National Agency for Research and Development (NARD) to develop and implement a capacity-building program for doctoral students and researchers from selected universities, industry, non-profits and affiliate research organizations, including those with refugee status, in Moldova in the management of research grants.
This training program will include proposal writing, research project planning, procurement of scientific infrastructure and equipment, project reporting, open science, and publishing in national and international journals. Successful trainees will receive a certificate from NARD based on their substantial participation in the training program.

Through PBC-5 (Financing attracted from Horizon Europe and European Research Council Grants), the project will incentivize researchers from Moldova, including those with refugee status to secure increased amount of competitive external research funding particularly under the relevant European programs, such as Horizon Europe and the European Research Council by offering up to 50 percent matching grant (1 EUR for every 2 EUR attracted, up to a maximum of EUR 500,000).

Component 3 – Project Management. This component supports the day-to-day management of the Project by the MoER with assistance of a dedicated team of individual consultants who would provide managerial, fiduciary, and technical support to the implementation of the Project for its full duration.

[bookmark: _Hlk176367963]Component 4 - Internationalization of higher education. This component comprises two subcomponents: Subcomponent 4.1 Internationalization of Higher Education Programs; and Subcomponent 4.2 Enhancing Students’ On-Campus Living Experience. 
The objective of this sub-component is to incentivize Moldovan universities to undertake a set of time-bound activities that would make the current higher education system more attractive for international and refugee students, teachers and researchers through PBC – 6 (Strategic Plans signed by the Rectors of the Selected Universities for implementation of time-bound actions for internationalization, including hosting refugees), and through PBC-7 (Additional international students enrolled and completed one semester in targeted universities). The project will incentivize Moldovan universities to attract an additional 1000 international students during the project period, based on MoER’s road map for the internationalization of higher education. 
Under the AF, this component will finance the renovation and refurbishment of additional dormitories in selected universities.
Component 5 - Contingent Emergency Response Component. This component will provide immediate response to an Eligible Crisis or Emergency, as needed, in case a natural or man-made disaster or emergency arises. 

[bookmark: _Hlk204758337]As results-based financing (PBCs) are introduced under the AF, the MoER intends to hire a Third-Party Verification Agent (TPVA) to verify the data and other evidence supporting the achievement of PBC Targets, in accordance with the verification protocol. 
2. [bookmark: _Hlk46050871]Objective of the assignment
The main objective of this consultancy is to conduct an independent verification in a transparent and impartial manner on the results achieved under each PBC, and recommend corresponding payments to be made, as applicable, in accordance with the verification protocol set forth in Annex 1 to this document and the Project Operations Manual. 
Each result achieved must be verified satisfactorily for funds to be disbursed since the Project uses results -based financing modality. As such, this consultancy requires that the selected consultant:
a) Follows the laid-out verification protocol for each PBCs; 
b) Conducts the verification in a transparent, impartial and independent manner such that it provides robust evidence for decision-makers; and 
c) Design a sample-based assessment method in verifying results.  

3. Scope of Work 
The assignment will be undertaken over a period of four years starting in December 2025 till December 2029. 

The AF introduces seven PBCs: PBC-1, PBC-2 and PBC-3 for Subcomponent 1.4 (Strategic Policy Initiatives), PBC-4 and PBC-5 for Subcomponent 2.3 (Improving Research and Innovation in Higher Education), and PBC-6 and PBC-7 for Subcomponent 4.1 (Internationalization of Higher Education Programs). Please see Annex 1 to this Document on the PBCs and verification protocol.

In order to achieve the objective, the TPVA shall perform the following tasks:

· [bookmark: _Toc422988874][bookmark: _Toc423002389][bookmark: _Toc423003200][bookmark: _Toc420072886]Develop the inception report that includes the action plan for conducting verification. The action plan should provide details of how all the tasks and activities will be undertaken, and timelines for each task. The action plan should be consistent with the technical approach and the methodology proposed in the verification protocol of the PBCs, reflecting understanding of the scope of work.

· Submit the inception report with the action plan to the MoER and PMT for review and approval in consultation with the World Bank. The approved action plan will form the basis for execution, supervision and progress and shall not be modified or revised by the TPVA without prior approval by the MoER.

· Verify the data and other evidence supporting the achievement of one or more PBC Targets as set forth in the table in Annex 1 to this document and in the Project Operations Manual.  On a sample basis, verify the results using both desk and field/site visit appraisal depending on the results verified. 

· Carry out each calendar year a verification of the level of achievement of the PBCs in accordance with the agreed verification protocol, and prepare and submit to the MoER and PMT for review and acceptance the independent verification report on the status of achievement of the relevant PBC Targets in the respective calendar year. The independent verification report on the status of achievement of PBCs shall be submitted within thirty (30) days after the end of each calendar year.

· Based on the independent verification report, recommend corresponding payments to be made, as applicable, in accordance with the verification protocol set forth in the Project Operations Manual. 

4. Qualification requirements and basis for evaluation (evaluation criteria)

The Consultant shall have proven experience in:
· At least 3 years of professional experience in auditing or third-party verification and/or evaluation and monitoring of projects, which includes analyzing data, documenting findings, and preparing reports;
· [bookmark: _Hlk167174088]Knowledge and expertise in higher education sector;
· Experience in evaluation of development programmes and projects financed by international financial institutions;
· Proven experience in conducting Project evaluation in at least one similar assignment in the education area would be an asset;
· Excellent written and oral communication skills in English. 

5. [bookmark: _Hlk46215752][bookmark: _Hlk46219858][bookmark: _Hlk46219380]Duration of the assignment, estimated time input and Expected Outcomes
This consultancy is expected to start in December 2025 until December 31, 2029, with the deliverables submitted as follow: 
 
	Deliverables
	Submission Deadline
	Approval by

	Inception report that includes the action plan for conducting verification of PBCs in accordance with agreed verification protocol.
	4 weeks from signing the contract
	MoER, PMT

	Independent verification report on the status of achievement of PBCs 
	January 2026
	MoER, PMT

	Independent verification report on the status of achievement of PBCs
	January 2027
	MoER, PMT

	Independent verification report on the status of achievement of PBCs
	January 2028
	MoER, PMT

	Independent verification report on the status of achievement of PBCs
	January 2029
	MoER, PMT

	Independent verification final report on the achievement of PBCs
	December 2029
	MoER, PMT


[bookmark: _Hlk64036680]
All reports shall be submitted in English in electronic format and in hard-copy to MoER and PMT for review and approval. 

6. Institutional Arrangements
The TPVA will report to the Project Coordinator and Project Executive Director. The PMT Team and the MoER will oversee the process of consulting services, manage the implementation of the contract.
The TPVA shall be responsible for the overall management of the services including supervision and management of the verification exercise, liaison with MoER, PMT and other parties, and ensuring quality control of services. 

The MoER and Project team will provide the TPVA the necessary support to complete the assignment: data and Project documents necessary for assignment accomplishment. 

7. Confidentiality statement
All data and information received from MoER for the purpose of this assignment is to be treated confidentially and are only to be used in connection with the execution of these Terms of Reference. All intellectual property rights arising from the execution of these Terms of Reference are assigned to MoER. The contents of written materials obtained and used in this assignment may not be disclosed to any third parties without the expressed advance written authorization of the MoER.


























[bookmark: _Toc201819890]Annex 1. Verification protocol- Performance Based Conditions

	PBC Indicator Name  
	 University Administrator (senior- and mid-level) Training Plans prepared and approved (Number)

	Formula
	EUR 80,000 per university training plan submitted and approved for a maximum of 5 public universities

	Description
	This is a scalable PBC-1. University plan to train and certify its key administrators (heads of department and above) on governance, academic integrity, FM, student experience including for refugee students, and other areas relevant to key strategic reform initiatives. Training plans should be submitted by the university and approved by the MoER.

	Data source/ Agency
	MoER

	Verification Entity
	TPVA

	Procedure
	The contracted TPVA will review the plans and their approval.

	PBC Indicator Name
	 Senior- and mid-level HEI administrators trained and certified by an Independent Technical Entity based on approved University Administrator Training Plans (Number)

	Formula
	 EUR 3,000 per trained university administrator (up to maximum 200 administrators)

	Description
	 This is a scalable PBC-2. Number of university administrators trained and certified on governance, academic integrity, FM, student experience including for refugee students, and other areas relevant to strategic reform. ‘Trained’ means that the university administrators have undergone training, at minimum spanning three working days covering the topics mentioned above. Trainings should be provided by reputable institutions in the above areas. ‘University administrator’ means heads of departments, vice dean, dean, vice rector, and rector.

	Data source/ Agency
	 Training records submitted by the PMT

	Verification Entity
	 TPVA

	Procedure
	 The contracted TPVA will review evidence on the training of university administrators, including attendance sheets.

	PBC Indicator Name
	Universities that have implemented aggregate data sharing protocols for at least two data modules, including refugee student data, with HEMIS (Number)

	Formula
	EUR 200,000 per university sharing its data with national HEMIS for a maximum of 5 universities

	Description
	This is a scalable PBC-3. The National Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS) is being established as a single platform system for universities’ reporting. Under this PBC-3, the national HEMIS and the university level administrative systems will be incentivized and supported to share data to inform sectoral-level decision making by the MoER. HEMIS will include data modules on (1) students and study programs, (2) administrative data, (3) human resource management, and (4) budget with automated data sharing between university-level Management Information Systems (UMIS) and the HEMIS system using Application Programming Interfaces or similar means. Data can include aggregate data on student enrolments including for refugee students, study programs offered at the universities including academic progress of students (including refugee students), administrative data, HR and finance data, as defined by MoER. Data sharing protocols (usually implemented using Application Programming Interfaces or APIs) for at least two modules between university information systems and national HEMIS must be implemented. All data systems and protocols must respect national data privacy and national cybersecurity laws. The PBC will be considered as met when the TPV confirms that the relevant annual aggregate data sharing protocols between university MIS and HEMIS have been implemented, are functional, the data sharing by the university is completed and the data shared is accurate and satisfactory to the MoER. 'Data sharing ' constitutes the sharing of relevant and full set of university data mapped to two HEMIS modules on an annual basis every academic year or as agreed between the university and the MoER. This PBC-3 will incentivize a maximum of five universities.

	Data source/ Agency
	 Documents prepared by the MoER’s Higher Education Department, review of the HEMIS to demonstrate the development and implementation of automated annual data-sharing protocols between universities and the HEMIS, review of the HEMIS and university MIS for data validity, or as cleared by the MoER

	Verification Entity
	 TPVA

	Procedure
	 The TPVA will review the documents and the HEMIS with the university-level MIS. 

	PBC Indicator Name
	Students and researchers from selected universities and other relevant institutions trained and certified in research proposal writing to access external research funding (Number)

	Formula
	 EUR 2,500 per researcher trained (up to maximum 400 researchers)

	Description
	 This is a scalable PBC-4. Number of students and researchers from selected universities, and those from other relevant institutions (including industry, non-profits and affiliate research organizations), who are trained and certified on proposal writing to access external research funding. This training is for the researchers, who are professional researchers and university professors, and may include PhD students. This includes researchers with a PhD that are employed at a Moldovan public university and other relevant private agencies who have participated in a relevant training program and attended all sessions of said training program. The training duration will be a minimum of eight hours. Training may include capacity building in the management of research grants such as research project planning, procurement of scientific infrastructure and equipment, project reporting, open science and publishing in national and international journals. NARD will issue certificates for those who complete the training successfully. 

	Data source/ Agency
	 Training certification records collected by NARD

	Verification Entity
	 TPVA 

	Procedure
	 NARD will collect training overview with attendance and certification records for all participants, as well as an evaluation report of the training, which will be shared with the TPVA for review.

	PBC Indicator Name
	 Financing attracted from Horizon Europe and European Research Council grants (Amount (USD))

	Formula
	 EUR 1 per every EUR 2 attracted from EU Horizon and European Research Council grants up to a maximum of USD 500,000

	Description
	This is PBC-5. This indicator measures the amount of financing secured by researchers from Moldova from competitive Horizon Europe and European Research Council grants. It provides an incentive of up to maximum of EUR 1 for every EUR 2 secured from external grants. Horizon Europe is the 9th European Framework Program from 2021 to 2027 with an envelope of over EUR 98 billion, which offers large research grants to European universities. The European Research Council, with an independent scientific council and excellence as the only condition of grant awards, offers a smaller portfolio of highly competitive grants to early stage and established research groups. University researchers in Moldova will apply to these highly competitive grants for research, technology transfer, and innovation as lead/co-lead/partner with other European universities. The indicator will be considered met with the winning announcement of an eligible grant proposal and grant agreement signed by Moldovan universities. For each successfully secured external grant, eligibility for the matching grant will include an assessment of the risk level of the planned research activities. The project will only support those successfully secured Horizon Europe / European Research Council grants that match the risk levels of this investment project and comply with World Bank Policies and Procedures. 

	Data source/ Agency
	 NARD’s database of university-level research grant agreements

	Verification Entity
	 TPVA

	Procedure
	 NARD and MoER will prepare a report based on the information in the database of grant agreements, including an assessment of the risk level of the planned research activities relative to the risk level of the investment project, and share the report with the TPVA for verification.

	PBC Indicator Name
	Strategic Plans signed by the Rectors of the Selected Universities for implementation of time-bound actions for internationalization, including for hosting refugees (Text)

	Formula
	EUR 100,000 per university strategic plan with time actions signed, agreed and approved, for a maximum of 5 universities

	Description
	This is a scalable PBC-6. indicator measures the signing of strategic plan including time-bound implementation action plans for internationalization by the Rectors of selected universities (to be implemented by Dec 2029). The action plan will be signed off by the vice-rector for international relations, the university rector and submitted to the MoER. These action plans will include, inter alia, yearly numerical targets for student recruitment at study program level, description of potential markets, actions to support the translation of curricula, language training requirements and planned, and support needed by the international office of the university, and a section addressing how they can improve hosting conditions for refugee students, and associated training plans. The PBC is considered as met when the Rector of the selected universities signs the Strategic Plan for internationalization of their universities and the MoER has reviewed and approved it, considering the strengths and weaknesses of the proposed study programs and the university, review of the cost estimates and practicality of the proposed actions. Any subsequent revisions to the strategic plans would need to be reviewed and approved by the MoER. 

	Data source/ Agency
	MoER and University records

	Verification Entity
	TPVA

	Procedure
	MoER will present the signed and approved strategic plans from the universities, and supporting documentation to the TPVA

	PBC Indicator Name
	 Additional international students enrolled and completed one semester in Selected Universities (Number)

	Formula
	 EUR 1000 per additional international student enrolled and completed one semester (up to maximum 1,000)

	Description
	This is a scalable PBC-7. Additional international students enrolled and completed one semester, as compared to baseline. International students are counted when they do not have Moldovan citizenship, pay a full tuition fee to a university supported by the project, and have completed one semester in the study program in person in Moldova. This indicator measures the additional number of international students enrolled in 5 targeted Moldovan universities supported by the project annually, namely "Ion Creanga" State Pedagogical University, Academy of Economic Studies, Technical University of Moldova, State University of Moldova, "Alecu Russo" State University from Balti. 
Baseline is established as 300 representing the number of international students enrolled in these five universities in Dec 2024.

	Data source/ Agency
	 University administrative records

	Verification Entity
	 TPVA

	Procedure
	 The TPVA will verify student enrollments.






	[bookmark: _Hlk198633087]Performance Based Conditions (PBCs)
	PBC Targets

	PBC Value 

	PBC 1: University Administrator Training Plans prepared and approved 
	Up to five (5) University Administrator Training Plans prepared and submitted by the Public Universities and approved by MoER
	Formula: EUR 80,000 per each University Administrator Training Plan submitted by Public Universities and approved by MoER

PBC Value: EUR 400,000 


	PBC 2: Senior- and mid-level HEI administrators trained and certified by an Independent Technical Entity based on approved University Administrator Training Plans
	Up to two hundred (200) University Administrators trained and certified by Independent Technical Entity based on the approved University Administrators Training Plan for their respective universities

	Formula: EUR3,000 per trained University Administrator

PBC Value: EUR 600,000

	PBC 3: Universities have implemented aggregate data sharing protocols for at least two (2) data modules with the National HEMIS
	Up to five (5) Selected Universities that have implemented Aggregate Data Sharing Protocols for at least two (2) data modules with the National HEMIS

	Formula: EUR200,000 per Selected University

PBC Value: 
EUR 1,000,000

	PBC4: 
Students and researchers from Selected Universities and other Relevant Institutions trained and certified by NARD in research proposal writing to access external research funding

	Up to four hundred (400) students and researchers from Selected Universities and other Relevant Institutions trained and certified by NARD upon completion of the capacity building program in management of research grants
	Formula: EUR 2,500 per researcher trained 

PBC Value: 
EUR 1,000,000

	PBC5: 
Financing attracted from Horizon Europe Grants and/or European Research Council Grants 

	Up to EUR 500,000 of Horizon Europe Grants and/or European Research Council Grants awarded to Selected Universities 
	Formula: EUR1 per every EUR2 attracted for Eligible Research Activities

PBC Value: EUR 500,000

	PBC6: 
Strategic plans signed by the rectors of the Selected Universities for implementation of time-bound actions for internationalization
 
	Up to five (5) Selected Universities with strategic plans agreed and signed by the respective rectors and approved by the MoER
	Formula: EUR100,000 for each signed university action plan 

PBC Value: EUR 500,000 

	PBC7: Additional international students enrolled and completed one semester in the Selected Universities
	Up to one thousand (1000) additional international students enrolled and completed one semester in the Selected Universities
	Formula: EUR 1000 per additional International Student 
PBC Value: 
EUR 1,000,000
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