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Workshop on “Food crisis: education and training of rural people at stake”
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Balasubramanian Ramani, Coordinator, Young Professionals’ Platform for Agricultural Research for Development (YPARD)

How to articulate basic education, secondary education and technical and vocational education and training, higher education, research and extension to contribute to promote food security, agriculture and rural development?

Improving agricultural education and learning aims to develop capacities required for effective innovation systems, quality extension and research and to provide relevant knowledge as a critical resource for innovation to communities whose livelihoods are related to agriculture. In the long run, investment in improving the agricultural knowledge base among agricultural communities is the most rewarding intervention for agricultural development and improving farm productivity in a sustainable manner.
There are several initiatives at national, regional and global levels that contribute to improving agricultural education and learning. During the proposed meeting, we wish to take stock of the progress and lessons learned of some of the most prominent of these initiatives. This will provide us with the basis to identify and justify the future direction and further investment in the area.
Challenges related to Agricultural Education and Learning that lead us to a new thinking about how to satisfy the needs of new human capacities for agricultural research and extension in an emerging agriculture that is increasingly becoming knowledge intensive now and in the future. It will also look at the need to generate a new class of agricultural entrepreneurs. The questions that the presentation will try to answer are: What role should formal agricultural education play in building this capacity and how?

The current system of sharing knowledge is too complex with having three main blocks of learning and training institutions, 1) Formal education and learning institutions (High schools, colleges, Universities), 2) National and International research centres (National Institutions, International Agricultural Research Centres, CGIAR centres), and 3) Community learning institutions (Life-long learning, farmer-field schools, consumer forums). We have to analyse how all the structures communicate to each other in sharing the generated knowledge and used upon the other. There is a big confusion on the role of each of these institutions in development poverty reduction. To certain extent to say that they are working without knowing the needs of the producers, consumers, agri-business communities and policies at the National and International level. 

It is high time to map the various actors contributing to the literacy campaign and poverty reduction in the rural areas through agricultural education and learning, prioritize the needs and then assign new roles and or give clarify to the roles undertaken by above said structures. This will help bring out programs that will address the manpower needs and skills need to be developed and adapted.

While agricultural education and training programs were previously designed with priority focus on agricultural development for food production and national food security, new agricultural education, training and support systems must now listen to the marketplace and respond appropriately to the current demands of agricultural development which focus attention on more knowledge intensive, market-oriented and natural resource conservation agriculture.

Addressing the regrettable wide-scale perception of agriculture as a second-class profession and its failure to attract first-class candidates to tertiary agricultural education and training institutions. There is urgent need to shift thinking about agricultural development from being responsive to and depended on increased inputs of natural resources to being responsive to new knowledge and empowerment. The transforming of universities from teaching to learning institutions in cooperation with agri-business, IARC, NARS, problem solving systems skills

YPARD strongly advocates producing young agricultural professionals who can respond appropriately to the MDGs. The following are responses are required to achieve the said objective (GFAR, Triennial Conference (New Delhi,2006) and Meeting on Knowledge sharing, education and learning (Maputo, 2008))
1. Education must be oriented towards human resource needs, problem solving, employability, and serving the cause of the nation and MDGs

2. Develop institutional policy to facilitate intra/inter-institutional partnerships for strengthening agricultural education and support systems

3. Develop and strengthen multi-stakeholder partnerships to reinforce academic and professional competence

4. Develop of capabilities for informediaris and facilitators of change (Exchange of staff and students to support learning on ICT/e-learning)

5. Blend natural and social sciences, interdisciplinary, cross-sectoral approaches

6. Intermediary products (print and electronic) of organizations like CGIAR, FAO and other organizations made available to contribute to agricultural education

7. Need to develop an investment agenda by the Universities

To realize the above said responses, it is important to immediately carry out following actions,

1. To commission the preparation of concept papers on human resources development initiatives for agricultural education and support systems to better meet MDGs

2. To commission a study of the status and continuing opportunities for young professionals to play an important role in agricultural education, training and support systems

Best practice – Innovative practical bachelor on “Valorization of natural resources and local know-how in the South of Morocco” in Ibn Zohr University (Morocco):

For the implementation of new academic curriculum, universities and specialized institutions skills would be requested to support the new training courses. This support is going to consist in the contribution of the specialists in the field of the formation chosen in the education and also in the organization of training courses for the trainers of the institution, which accommodates the new formation, for the acquisition of the expertise. The collaboration between institutions can also concern the creation of a pole of formation and research in the field of agriculture.
YPARD as young professional platform for agricultural research for development can have a big role in curriculum reforms worldwide by motivating young people to get involved in ARD by voicing and advocating their needs and aspirations. Collaborative regional or international seminars and conferences could be organized in different countries. These events will be valuable opportunities to bring together scientists and young professional platforms from all over the world who will share agricultural knowledge, education, learning and needs.

YPARD will continue to work on the agenda of curriculum reform and skill sets required for new agricultural research for development processes as we move forward consideration of issues beyond Africa though this meeting is explicitly focused on Africa but as global youth movement under the umbrella of GFAR we will be looking for how these issues resonate elsewhere and how we can use networks such as YPARD to take debate and action on the training issue into other regions and also to other constituencies  beyond research professionals.
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