Joint Statement by FAO, ILO, WFP, DESA and UNESCO

On behalf of the co-sponsors, the Food and Agriculture Organization, the International Labour Organization, the World Food Programme, the Department of Economic and Social Affairs and my own organization, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, welcome to our side event on “Unleashing the potential of rural people through education and training for food security”. Thank you also to our distinguished panellists, who will share with us important insights about their experiences with rural education and training.

Today, some 3.1 billion people ( over half of the world’s population ( live in rural areas. Of them, almost 70 per cent live in extreme poverty. As ILO data shows, rural un- and under-employment are widespread, with young people and women in particular being too often locked into low-skill, low-return occupations.

Quality education makes a real difference to the lives of rural people. FAO research shows a strong link between food security and education. According to the World Bank, literate farmers are almost 9 per cent more productive than non-literate ones. Education may help individuals to find decent jobs – or contribute to the development of a diversified economy through starting their own business. 

If we are to achieve the three targets of MDG 1, namely halve extreme poverty, achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, and halve the proportion of hungry people by 2015, we must therefore focus on the learning needs of rural people. 

This is why the Education for Rural People Initiative, or ‘ERP’, was launched at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development by the FAO, UNESCO and the WFP. Led by FAO, it is one of the nine Education for All flagship initiatives, and aims to broaden the scope of MDG 2 beyond formal primary education to also include the formal and non-formal education of young people. It brings together about 390 partners including governments, international agencies, civil society, the media and the private sector
Through the ERP initiative, partners disseminate knowledge, innovations and lessons learnt through the Education for Rural People Tool Kit. This plays a critical role in increasing stakeholder commitment to satisfying the learning needs of rural people. Similarly, the ILO’s Training for Rural Economic Empowerment programme (TREE ILO) develops work skills and entrepreneurship through informal apprenticeships, using a community-based integrated approach. WFP supports national School Feeding programmes in 62 countries.  These programmes are well-known for attracting children to school, ensuring that they stay there, and improving their attention span and cognitive capacities. In so doing, they stop vulnerable children, especially rural girls, from falling through the cracks during crises. FAO, the International Fund for Agricultural Development and WFP provide a wide spectrum of technical support that ranges from capacity development activities to advice in planning programmes for higher education on agriculture, rural development and the life sciences and development of e-learning materials. UNESCO trains teachers in remote provinces through multimedia mobile units: a good example of this is a post-literacy project for young girls in Pakistan, where semi-literate adolescent girls are being given the opportunity to strengthen literacy skills through educational messages received on mobile phones in Urdu. Many of these initiatives are being undertaken in close cooperation with national governments: the International Research and Training Centre for Rural Education (INRULED), for example, was jointly established by the Chinese government and UNESCO in 1994. 

Thanks to initiatives such as these, much progress has been made. Since the launch of the ERP, policy-makers around the world have brought increased attention to the critical role of quality education for the achievement of all the MDGs. But huge challenges remain. Too many schools are still faced with poverty, under-financing, inexperienced teachers, and high turnover among teachers and administrators. The WFP estimates that 66 million children currently in school are hungry, and that a large proportion of them live in rural areas. Yet hungry children can not concentrate in school and learn effectively. Girls and women in rural areas have particular difficulties in accessing education and training – UNESCO data shows that more than half of the close to 67 million out-of-school children living in rural areas are girls.

We can do more. We will not reach any of the MDGs unless we give priority attention to the education and training of rural people. Let me remind you of the 2003 ECOSOC Ministerial Declaration on Rural Development, which calls for enhanced access to social services for poor people in rural and remote areas, and commitment to improving access to quality education for the rural poor – especially girls. 

To move forward, we must support governments to mainstream rural education in their policies and programmes, and to invest in effective education and training for rural women and men, youth and children – including through South-South and North-South-South cooperation. Research, business management and entrepreneurship, together with the use of information and communication technologies, must be promoted. We need to strengthen the synergies between strategies on education for rural people, rural development, agriculture and poverty reduction. This requires better coordination between ministries of education, agriculture and rural development – among others. We should also institute rural-urban disaggregated statistics and ensure that policy-makers use them. 

I call on all of us in the UN system, as well as on our partners and other stakeholders, to continue to advocate for rural education and training to increase food security, and to maintain our support to the EFA Education for Rural People Initiative.

