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Madam Chair,

Honourable Ministers,

Heads of delegation,

Representatives of technical and financial partners,

Dear colleagues and invited guests,

Madam Chair, Wezro Genet, Honourable Minister of Education of the Federal Republic of Ethiopia, it is always a great pleasure to be in Addis where I lived for seven years as number two of ECA,  and having worked with you at many occasions I should say that coming back here for such important  meeting for the majority of people of our continent make me feel more at home.

Indeed we often exchanged on children, youth and adults of Africa and how from our different positions we could help improve their present and help prepare better their future.

And we certainly did agree that Development is a whole. 

This is a fact, which sometimes we tend to forget because of our specific responsibilities and specialisations in our governments, our services, our agencies and our organisations. However  meeting here today to reflect and act in the interests of the rural populations in Africa and the obvious complementarity of our analyses and actions will be a great source of stimulating such debate over the next three days.

Honourable ministers,

Distinguished guests,

We all know that rural populations constitute the majority and according to statistics, almost two thirds of the population of sub-Saharan Africa today lives in a rural environment and rural populations will continue to form the vast majority in 2015, the target year for achieving the Millennium Goals. The increase in number in the course of time is still important: From 156 million individuals in 1950 the rural populations south of the Sahara numbered 430 million individuals in 2000 and they may rise to 600 million in 2030 and only towards this date, the urban population will be equal to that of the rural population.

Rural exodus and urban growth will change nothing in the medium term: By far the largest proportion of the population in Africa is still rural. And yet, this rural Africa is held back on all economic and social development indicators whether it is about poverty, nutrition, health, education and literacy, civic participation and political power sharing. The persisting paradox in Africa is that most of these people are marginalised. This is a basic fact, not really publicised in the media even though the drastic food crisis currently rocking countries of the Sahel region, has again highlighted the gravity and sense of urgency to the issue of rural development.

But we should not lose sight of the fact that the causes, just like the remedies, far exceed what is only urgent. There is as much moral obligation as there is realism to supporting a new commitment to the rural world. This imperative calls on States and Governments, social and economic development officials, guarantors of public interests and resources. 

The profound disparities between the urban and the rural brings together all the development inequalities and there is need for adequate responses: A specific policy for rural development is not a social measure aimed at reducing the social costs of economic changes; it is an essential condition for a global development strategy.

It took the dryness of the figures and some severe food security crisis to put again rural development, at the centre of major concerns and human and sustainable development issues and seized upon within the new priorities of the international agenda, symbolised by the Millennium Goals. As a good example this seminar is a consolidation of the partnership concerning education for rural populations launched by the FAO and UNESCO during the World Summit on Sustainable Development in September 2002.

Ladies and gentlement,

We are today rightly called upon to put together our experiences which are now quite often shared. 

Let us take the case of literacy. 

FAO now has a wealth of capital on the ways and means of improving of agricultural productivity in order to achieve better food security across the African continent. New technologies, new management methods and environmental concerns to be addressed to meet this goal have been well documented. 

And essential conditions for green revolutions have shown that literacy is one critical component. This is why there has been an increase in integrated projects for agricultural and rural development, with a literacy and adult education strategy. And yet, that cannot suffice, and from these experiences, like from the mere awareness of the extent of problems, it became a certainty that these efforts could only be sustainable and hence, successful, through the extension of a global human development policy, with educational policies as the backbone capable of realising the objectives of Education For All.

From the point of view of national and international officials in charge of the objectives of Education For All, there has been a convergence of issues of the rural world. Let us consider the question of measuring progress towards the millennium goal of universal primary education by 2015. The good news was that in the whole of Africa, between 1990 and 2003, the proportion of children of a certain age having access to at least the first year of primary school, rose from 7 children out of 10 to 9 out of 10. 

The bad news now is that there are still about four out of 10 African children who never complete their primary education, contrary to the objectives of the millennium goal.  There are still many children who drop out of school and due to the incomplete schooling, almost half the new generations today are threatened by adult illiteracy. 

However research has shown that it is when the threshold of literacy in the rural zone reaches the level of about three quarters, that an increase in productivity in the agricultural sector finds its best conditions. 

It is therefore education that will enable agricultural and rural development policies to be fully achieved. 

Unfortunately building an efficient schooling system is still a major concern in Sub Saharan Africa. One can say that to have access to education in Africa today, a child needs to be in a town. And this disparity is further aggravated by gender imbalances: This is typically the case if we analyse fro instance the completion rate of primary school. In Benin, a country whose completion rate is near the average rate in Africa, the percentage of boys who complete primary school in urban areas is 71 %, as against only14 % for girls in the rural areas!

Honourables ministers,

Distinguished guests,

In the days ahead we will be able to identify more clearly and through exchanging our experiences, additional endeavours to be taken in order to reduce these inequalities. And we already know several things: 

For instance, the problems faced in rural areas have to do with supply and demand, while in the urban areas, the problems faced have to do mostly with demand. The problem of supply in the rural areas is simply attributed to not enough schools, although it is difficult to bring teachers there, to the extent that at times rural communities, the poorest people, directly pay a teacher who, sometimes, may not be very qualified. 

Besides the problem with demand in the rural areas, is that students do not always go to school, or do not stay at school, even if they exist, because this specific type of school is not suitable for families, or because there are economic, social or cultural obstacles to education.

We have been preaching for sometimes now, that while constructing more schools in rural areas, we also have to find ways of keeping teachers and students there; of organising classes in a way as to ensure the continuity of education for the whole cycle; of ensuring support and pedagogic and administrative supervision; of adapting them, with regard to content and frequencies to local specificities, like those of the agricultural calendar, or simply at times, market days.

And we all agree that more resources are required. 

All this is good but there is a great need, to have a new look and a new attitude towards the rural world and the theme of the seminar has been particularly well selected: “Capacity Building on Education of Rural People in Africa,”.

Behind the technocratic jargon, we need to acknowledge those who will be the effective protagonists and legitimate contributors to their own change. Governments, agencies and all those with knowledge, technology and funds have to think and act with great respect for the dignity and capacity of those we want to help. 

It will be more and more important to give back to the rural population what is theirs: access, control and run of their basic social services, and through that, their capacity to improve their condition by becoming full masters of their individual and collective destiny.

Mme Chair, 

Honourable Ministers,

Distinguished participants,

Faced with this challenge, it is the issue of power that is raised but we should not be afraid of this issue, because it is fundamentally an issue that determines the nature of sound education, which once offered a child, becomes his or her true capital in adulthood.

I thank you for your kind attention.
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