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International seminar on 
The contribution of higher agricultural education 
to learning and development in rural Asia
China agricultural University, 25-28 April 2006, Beijing, China
SEMINAR REPORT
Objectives


Organized in collaboration with FAO and UNESCO Beijing, and hosted by the China Agricultural University, this international seminar had different objectives:

· to present the main outcomes of the research;

· to validate the findings;

· to engage in a broader policy dialogue, with representatives of Ministries of Agriculture and Ministries of Education, about the mandate and strategies of universities of agriculture towards rural communities.

Context

This seminar constituted the last step of a research project that started in 2004, with an inception workshop hosted by the University of Tsukuba, in Japan.

For IIEP, this project on higher agricultural education is part of a broader research and capacity building programme with FAO on Education for rural people. 

Beyond IIEP and FAO, the partnership established for this project involved a number of institutions, including the UNESCO offices in Bangkok and Beijing, the Universities of Tsukuba and Obihiro, and for this seminar the Chinese National Commission for UNESCO, INRULED and the host institution, the China Agricultural University.

The rationale for this project on the contribution of HAE institutions to learning and development in rural Asia came from different angles and policy agenda including:

1. EFA: and more precisely the role that universities must play to contribute the achieving the EFA goals;
2. Poverty reduction: This goal is now at the top of the development policy agenda, as reflected in the MDGs. Most of the poor are rural people; higher agricultural education cannot ignore this reality. This new challenge requires changes in the missions, organisation and strategies of universities;
3. Education for Rural People: it is an EFA flagship programme led by FAO with the collaboration of UNESCO to ensure that the education needs of rural people are better addressed. There is clear evidence that rural people do not enjoy the same learning opportunities than urban people. This flagship is one instrument to focus more attention and resources on rural people;
4. Higher education reform: everywhere higher education is undergoing deep transformation to address a number of new challenges such as: demographic change, lifelong learning, increasing pressure for efficiency, labour market transformation, globalisation - higher education becoming a global market -, and quality assurance. These factors also impact upon higher agricultural education which, in addition, often suffers from a crisis of identity with the decline of agriculture in employment and its decreasing prestige among students and among the academic community.

This broad and complex framework has many implications for HAE institutions:

· Higher education has “to contribute to the development and improvement of education at  all levels” (World Conference on Higher Education, UNESCO, 1998) 
· Higher education institutions also have a role to play in poverty alleviation;
· HAE institutions must serve rural people and contribute to solving development problems in rural areas.
This can be done through a number of channels:

· Beyond its traditional role, higher agricultural education can support other levels of education with knowledge and information on agricultural and natural resources management. This is also very consistent with the promotion of education for sustainable development;
· Responding to this challenge requires  renewed attention to local/territorial development;
·  Lifelong learning is also essential for stimulating innovation in local economies and communities;
· To contribute further to learning and rural development, universities should engage more directly in partnerships with local educational institutions and their surrounding communities.
There are many examples of the contribution of  universities to EFA. Universities can:

· Contribute to teachers’ training, curriculum development, development of training materials;
· Initiate adult education programmes in and off campus,   including through the use of distance education modes;

· Introduce national service for students to teach in basic  education schools;

· Organize ‘open door’ meetings with the community  to discuss learning needs;

· Participation of university students in school management committees of local schools, etc; 

In this context, it was decided to build the research around case studies. The objectives being to:

· Document good practices;
· Contribute to the exchange of experiences;
· Promote the role of higher agricultural education institutions in the pursuit of EFA (including lifelong learning) and poverty reduction (through rural development).

Partner institutions included:
· China Agricultural University
· Bogor Agricultural University (Indonesia)

· Universities of Nagoya, Obihiro and Tsukuba (Japan)

· Universiti Putra Malaysia (Malaysia)

· University of the Philippines Los Baños, and
· Kasetsart University (Thailand)

Thematic scope covered the following aspects:
· The contribution of HAE to rural and agricultural development (CAU, IPB, UPLB, Kasetsart University); 
· The contribution of HAE to poverty reduction and sustainable development through  community driven research (UPM);
· The transformation of the HAE sector in Japan (University of Tsukuba);
· Partnership between HAE institutions and  schools (University of Obihiro);
· A review of extension services patterns among universities of agriculture in Asia (University of Nagoya).

In this framework, the workshop specifically aimed at reviewing:
· the diversity of outreach programmes delivered by HAE institutions;

· the modalities of provision;
· the impact of these programmes on rural communities as well as on universities themselves;
· the management structures established by universities to conduct outreach activities;
· the policy frameworks and instruments established at the macro-level to facilitate these programmes.

Seminar discussion
Recognizing the importance of the context

The types, objectives and modalities of outreach programmes are framed by country-specific conditions. The size of the rural population, the level of rural poverty, the size of the agriculture sector and its evolution, the trends of employment in agriculture are some of the factors influencing university strategies in extension services. 

Following the human capital model, discussions on agricultural education typically assume that investment in skills development will result in higher levels of productivity and income. Yet, the complexity of price formation mechanisms does not always correspond to the theory. In reality, the structure of the value chain in agriculture is such that often most of the value added is captured by intermediaries and not by farmers. Such situations can constitute a disincentive for engaging in training and extension programmes.

Beyond specific conditions, globalization imposes common pressures on agricultural systems. For instance, the recent membership of China to WTO will have far reaching impacts on agriculture production, income and employment. It is worth noting that, in several countries, the concept of food sovereignty is emerging as a form of resistance to some of the consequences of globalization on agricultural markets (e.g. Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia).

In most of the participating countries, particularly China, Indonesia and the Philippines, in spite of industrialization and rapid economic growth, training needs in rural areas remain considerable and will continue to require massive investments in the years to come.

The challenges for higher agricultural education


In most of the participating countries, higher agricultural education continues to suffer from a number of deficiencies such as:
· lack of relevance to labour market needs;

· insufficient contribution to the increase of agricultural productivity;

· poor management of the sub-sector (centralized and top/down planning).


In an effort to address these challenges a number of reforms have been implemented or are on-going including:

· curriculum reform (see, for instance, the contribution by the University of Tsukuba);

· development of linkages with farmers and industry;

· increased autonomy granted to universities as part of the broader higher education reform (e.g. the 2004 university reform in Japan).

Selected findings of the research

The provision of services to the community is widely recognized as a fundamental mandate of universities, along their traditional missions for teaching and research (e.g. survey results, University of Nagoya). This is often mentioned in the official mission statements of universities. In Thailand, for instance, universities are expected to contribute to poverty reduction.


Extension services provided by universities of agriculture include a wide range of activities. In front of such diversity, it may become necessary to clarify the respective roles of the different partners. While university extension services are best placed to play a role of innovation and catalyst, scaling up remains the responsibility of relevant government agencies, particularly Ministries of Agriculture.  However, this distribution of responsibilities is not always easy to follow in contexts where, as a result of the decentralization of extension services to local governments, farmers’ access to such support has declined. Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand illustrate situations where local governments do not have yet the capacity to fully embrace the new responsibility granted to them in the field of extension services as part of the decentralization policy. In such cases, universities of agriculture are tempted to fill the gap. 

The collaboration between universities and schools is a very active field, including a great variety of linkages (e.g. University of Obihiro in Japan). Such experiences demonstrate the contribution of higher agricultural education institutions to Education for All (EFA) and lifelong learning. Yet, in some countries, there is a need for a legislative framework to adequately support and monitor such collaborations (e.g. Malaysia).


The involvement of universities in community development projects and farmers’ training programmes can produce significant feed-back effects on the pedagogy used for regular university programmes. China Agricultural University, for instance, introduced new approaches, derived from participatory rural appraisal (PRA) techniques, which are changing the  academic culture. UPLB, in the Philippines, has similar experiences.

Distance learning constitutes a powerful tool to reach out to remote rural communities. The Central Agricultural Broadcasting and Television School (CABTS) case in China, illustrated how the experiences accumulated in ODL with farmers training can be adapted to university outreach. 


In all the participating countries, the changes affecting the institutional landscape, through decentralization and autonomy, bring about new opportunities for improving the relevance of delivery as a result of both increasing flexibility and greater proximity. Yet, the effects of public sector reform on funding principles for university outreach programmes introduced more uncertainty. The emergence of project-based financing does not always meet the criteria for sustainability. Institutional reforms can therefore lead to new tensions between various objectives (flexibility and local market relevance versus sustainability).


The increasing pressure for cost-recovery also raises an issue of  policy consistency. Can universities generate income through outreach activities or research  and at the same time contribute to poverty reduction? The experience of UPM (Malaysia) in farmer-centered research suggests that it is possible, yet the scaling up of such experience remains an issue for debate and further research. 
Remaining challenges


In spite of the experiences documented by the case studies, changing the academic culture remains a challenge. To a large extent, extension continues to be seen as a practice, not as a science and faculty members are often reluctant to recognize local knowledge.


The rewarding system constitutes another issue. Incentives are often lacking to secure an adequate participation of academic staff in extension services. 


The university sector often lacks adequate funding mechanisms to support extension programmes. The Philippines provides an interesting case where the formula funding includes a specific component for outreach services. Such mechanisms deserves special attention.


The lack of cooperation between Ministries of Education (or Higher Education) and Ministries of Agriculture is felt as an obstacle to optimize the provision of outreach activities by universities of agriculture. 


Finally, the provision of outreach/extension services by universities requires an appropriate evaluation system, including performance indicators. This is clearly an area that would require specific investigation. Useful lessons may be derived from the systems put in place in most countries to evaluate research activities. 
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