
DECENT RURAL 
EMPLOYMENT

OVERALL GOAL
To generate greater opportunities for the rural poor to 
access decent farm and non-farm employment by supporting 
countries to formulate and implement agriculture and rural 
development policies, strategies and programmes that 
adequately reflect decent work principles and extend the 
application of international labour standards to rural areas.

More decent jobs are needed in rural areas to reduce food 
insecurity and rural poverty. Poor people rely on the income 
from their labour, because it is often the only asset they have. 
If rural jobs are scarce or do not generate sufficient income, 
employment cannot be a vehicle for empowerment and 
sustainable livelihoods. 

Increased labour productivity in the agricultural sector will 
boost food production, especially of small-scale producers. At 
the same time, better paid jobs will guarantee a living income 
and thereby improve poor people’s access to food. Moreover, 
for employment to reduce rural poverty, working conditions 
need to improve, women’s work burden need to be reduced, 
and women and youth need to be empowered to become 
successful workers, producers and entrepreneurs. 

Further, non-farm job opportunities need to be increased, not 
only by enhancing value chain and enterprise development 
in the agricultural sector, but also through enabling the 
diversification of local economies. In such process, migration 
will remain a key component of household livelihood 
strategies geared towards minimizing risk and diversifying 
households’ income.

Addressing decent work deficits in rural areas

Rural poverty is often a problem of poor employment quality, 
especially in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa where most 
of the world’s poor live and work. Globally, nearly eight out of 
ten working poor with less than USD 1.25 per day live in rural 
areas, corresponding to almost 300 million people1. They are 
typically subsistence farmers, own-account or contributing 
family workers. 

Rural labour markets present high levels of informality, 
multiple job-holding and casual work arrangements, as 
well as pervasive gender- and age-based inequalities. Rural 
working conditions are often hazardous, labour legislation 
feebly enforced, and access to social protection limited. As the 
rural youth are increasingly mobile, small-scale farming needs 
to be attractive enough for them to keep engaged and not to 
turn their backs on agriculture.

By promoting decent rural employment, FAO aims to support 
its member countries to improve the employment prospects in 
rural areas and keep pace with the increasing complexities of 
worldwide food production systems and the adverse impacts 
of the world financial and economic crisis.

Delivers on FAO’s Strategic Objective 3 Reduce rural poverty

Promoting decent rural employment should take center stage 
in the policy debate on the transformation of the agricultural 
sector where major decent work deficits still hamper inclusive 
socio-economic development.



MAKING A DIFFERENCE
FAO plays a crucial role in promoting decent rural 
employment. Its technical comparative advantage lies in its 
historical support to rural livelihoods and institutions and 
in particular to the small-scale, self-employed and informal 
agricultural occupations where the majority of food insecure 
workers are found.

In particular, FAO is contributing to making the agricultural 
and rural development discourse more conducive to the 
needs of rural youth. In Malawi, Tanzania Mainland and 
Zanzibar, the rural youth employment model has become a 
win-win model for all institutions and actors involved. Junior 
Farmer Field and Life Schools (JFFLS) graduates reported 
an improvement of at least 60 percent in economic returns. 
They have a more positive perception of agriculture and 
consequently seize opportunities for potential employment 
and business ventures in the sector. Furthermore, each 
graduate re-trained an average of 20 other rural youth in his/
her district, with an important spillover effect.

FAO also strives to further extend the application of 
International Labour Standards to rural areas. In particular, 
FAO promotes an integrated approach to address the root 
causes of child labour, particularly in family-based small 
scale agriculture. Sustainable agriculture and value chain 
development, including good and safer agricultural practices 
and technologies, hold enormous potential to reduce 
hazardous work and households’ dependence on child labour. 
Building on its networks and expertise, FAO contributes to 
enhance collaboration between Ministries of Labour and 
Ministries of Agriculture and support the integration of child 
labour concerns in agricultural and rural development policies 
and instruments.

IN PRACTICE
FAO has developed knowledge and tools and strengthened 
capacities to help member countries in promoting decent 
rural employment. An Integrated Country Approach has been 
developed, in collaboration with the ILO. A range of countries 
have been supported focusing on the work areas described 
on the right:

•	 Integrating decent rural employment in policies and 
programmes for agricultural and rural development. 
Advocacy and guidance materials have been developed, 
such as the Guidance on How to Address Decent Rural 
Employment in Fao Country Activities (2013.  http://www.
fao.org/docrep/013/i1937e/i1937e.pdf), and concrete policy 
support is provided in selected countries such as Malawi 
and Tanzania.

•	 Promoting an integrated model to create decent job 
opportunities for rural youth. The model combines the 
”Junior Farmer Field and Life Schools” ( http://www.fao.org/3/
a-i4118e.pdf) methodology and the facilitation of public 
private partnership (PPP) towards increased participation 
of youth in the agro sector. Technical support is also 
provided to the design of large-scale Youth Employment in 
Agriculture Programmes such as in Nigeria and Benin.

•	 Strengthening national capacities on child labour 
prevention in agriculture. FAO plays a leading role in 
the International Partnership for Cooperation on Child 
Labour in Agriculture2. Capacity development and policy 
assistance is ongoing in Malawi, Mali, Niger, Tanzania, 
Cambodia, and Laos.

SCOPE FOR DOING MORE 
AND BETTER
In the course of the current biennium (2014-15), FAO will 
implement its reviewed Strategic Framework. This opens an 
exciting chapter for the work on decent rural employment, 
which is featured prominently as an Organizational Outcome 
under Strategic Objective 3 “Reduce Rural Poverty”. 

The demand for FAO’s technical expertise and support 
on employment is steadily increasing, both from FAO’s 
decentralized offices and from countries themselves. Around 
62 FAO Country Programming Frameworks (CPF) refer 
explicitly to some dimensions of decent rural employment.

Further requests are expected for enhancing national 
capacities to translate global knowledge and ongoing 
advocacy into adequate national policies and programmes. 
Supporting these requests will need additional investments 
in building evidence for results-oriented solutions, which 
are specific to regions and sub-sectors, and developing and 
adapting methodologies and tools accordingly.

Overall, FAO needs to substantially expand its overall support 
capacity to adequately match this growing need, support 
more countries and adopt a unified and coherent corporate 
approach on decent rural employment.
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