Aminata stopped studying at the age of seven. She was assaulted by a man on her way to school, a crumbling structure that once served as a sheep pen and a two hours’ walk from her home. Fortunately, she managed to get away because her schoolmates were able to draw the attention of some farmers working nearby. Aminata lives in Africa, in Mali. Her name has been made up, the assault has not. After that experience, her parents no longer wanted her to go to school. In poor countries, the risk of possible violent acts committed by strangers is one of the greatest dangers that children must face in order to reach their schools. This danger increases in proportion to the distance that must be travelled. In rural areas, such distances can measure ten kilometres or more,” explains Lavinia Gasperini, senior officer of FAQ’s Extension, Education and Communication Services Department.

In 2000, the UN declared the “education of rural populations” to be one of the Millennium Development Goals. Previously, the UN had declared 1990 to be the international year of literacy and, during the Jomtien Conference in Thailand, it was reiterated that ensuring universal access to a basic education was essential to any country’s growth and development. “In these 18 years, both the FAO and international cooperation have done a lot. This includes Italy, which has al ways been very active on this front. Nonetheless, there is no question that the poor distribution of schools between urban and rural areas continues to reflect the level of inequality and injustice in a country,” explains Gasperini. In almost all of the world’s poor countries, children living in rural areas must cover considerable distances to go to school. And if one considers that 70 per cent of the world’s poor live in rural areas, it is clear that those who need to study most have the fewest opportunities to do so. It is an imbalance between the city and the countryside that has deep roots.

In the field of education, such a disparity has always existed. This is true in South America and in Africa, but also in Europe, for example in Kosovo. As an FAQ staff worker ex plains, “in past centuries schools were only located in cities, because that is where the colonial elite lived. Then, in the second half of the twentieth century, they continued to remain in the cities in order to educate the children of the new governments’ elite. It is difficult to imagine an internal push to change the status quo because the poor, primarily rural dwellers, never have the political representation needed to ensure that their rights are respected.’ Thus, a child like Aminata, born outside the city, will very likely come up against enormous difficulties in attempting to receive an education comparable to what a child born in the city receives. I have seen situations in Colombia and Africa where children must walk for hours to attaint the school. They can come across ferocious animals. At times a war might be underway. Girls are the most vulnerable and aggressions and assaults are very frequent. Such problems are practically unknown in urban environments. Despite this situation, politicians and the political class in general, who are part of the urban population, rarely intervene of their own accord. Investments in infrastructure and in teaching materials and even incentives to educators, teachers and professors are always directed to urban areas, where most people live and where popular consent counts the most.”
The problem of a lack of infra structures is joined by another huge problem — an enormous gap in the school network in rural areas. “It’s as if the system were a pyramid with a wobbly base,” Gasperini explains, “in the sense that the foundations for success at higher levels of instruction are laid in kindergarten. But in poor countries’ rural areas, kindergartens don’t even exist. Thus, a whole series of skills that a student should develop when he or she is still very little are ignored. Afterwards, such children inevitably come up with numerous difficulties in the learning process.” But the educational network is often incomplete also at higher levels. This problem is especially evident in Africa. ‘On this continent,” an FAO worker tells us, “for every 100 city kids who go to primary school, only 68 rural kids do the same. Out of every 100 city dwellers who complete their primary education, only 48 country dwellers do the same. Moreover, very few of the latter go to secondary school and almost none go to university. This continuously re produces a dominant class com prised of city folk. This is because poor people never develop the awareness needed to take part in competitive society and to have a career that would allow them to enter politics and try to change things.”

Finally, there is a third concept of distance that further widens the gap in educational opportunities between the city and the country. What is studied in schools in rural areas? “Exactly the same things that are studied in schools in urban centres,” says Gasperini. “The programmes are standardised and, based on what has been said so far, it is clear that they are de signed to primarily meet the needs of an urban population. Obviously, such needs do not correspond to those of an essentially agricultural reality. Rural families see no reason to deprive themselves of a field worker in order to send him to school so that he can learn “what cinema is”. It would be much more useful for him to learn how to prepare a trap to catch lobsters or how to organise a small irrigation system. In short,” Gasperini concludes, “without an efficient, universal educational system there can never be a democratic and participatory society.”

Success stories -

During the meeting in Rome on 28 and 29 November 2007, reports on the scholastic situation at national level were presented by participating countries, In Mozambique — where 71 .4% of the population lives in rural areas — the illiteracy rate is 41.7% in urban areas compared with 65.7% in rural areas. Thanks to the measures adopted by the government, most notably the elimination of school fees and the distribution of free textbooks in elementary schools, the enrolment of six-year olds in primary school has risen from 58.2% in 2005 to 70% in the year underway. In Burkina Faso, in the last three years, a total of 1,077 schools have been built in rural areas. Mass campaigns encouraging families to send their daughters to school, scholarships for girls and school meal programmes have all contributed to increasing attendance.

In 2007, in South Africa, around 14,000 schools for the poorest rural communities became available free of charge. Around 5 million boys and girls have benefited from these measures. In some provinces, free transportation is even provided to students living far from the schools. Currently, 200,000 students use this service. Moreover, a massive literacy campaign has been launched this year. (Source: Fao)

Some data

Today, rural populations represent around 70% of Africa’s total population and, based on current forecasts, this figure will drop to 58% in 2030. Education and training of rural populations is a strategic priority for sub-Saharan Africa in the fight to eradicate poverty, hunger, malnutrition and illiteracy. Average school attendance for males is 8.5 years in urban areas and 5.5 years in rural areas. For females, the average drops to 7.6 and 4.3 years, respectively. 

Teaching in rural areas. How to encourage teachers to work in rural areas.

How is it possible to develop the scholastic network, provide incentives that convince teachers to move to the countryside and draw up programmes that meet the needs of rural communities and their traditional cultures. This is the ambitious project involving 11 African countries (Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Guinea, Kenya, Madagascar, Mozambique, Niger, Uganda, Senegal, South Africa and Tanzania) and being carried out with the collaboration of the FAO, ADEA (Association for Development and Education in Africa), UNESCO, and other institutions, including Italian Cooperation to Development and the French ministries of agriculture and foreign affairs. “Today the trend is for local governments to take up the commitment to build schools. It is the first demonstration of a political desire to create a fair and efficient educational network,” explains Lavinia Gasperini. “Donor countries now work more on strengthening institutions and on providing support to educational programmes. In contrast, in the past, they were strongly involved in promoting infra structures.’ In particular, the Italian government has supported the FAO initiative for rural populations entitled “Education for Rural People” (ERP). It is a flagship project officially launched by the FAO and UNESCO on 3 September 2002, during the international conference on sustainable development in Johannesburg, South Africa. The project forms part of the International Alliance Against Hunger (Rome, 2001) and Education for All (Jomtien, 1990) movements, and is linked to two important initiatives promoted by the United Nations: the Millennium Development Goals (New York, 2000) and the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights (New York, 1948). “Italy was one of the first partners to back ERP,” says Gasperini. “ and,  thanks to the financing, we have been able to organise various regional meetings with ministers and with staff of the educational and agricultural ministries of various countries. This has been an innovative change. Never before, especially in Africa, have these two ministries worked together to face the problem of education in agricultural areas. The meetings were first held in Asia and Latin America and then, in 2005, in Addis Ababa. Finally, in November 2007 at the Food and Agricultural Organisation’s headquarters in Rome a meeting that proved to be the turning point was held. The same FAO worker tells us what happened. “A questionnaire was prepared by ADEA. The some 400 participants representing 11 African governments, including those physically present and those taking part via video conference, were ask to choose the top priority for the development of their respective countries. The practically unanimous answer was “the education of rural populations.”

Federico Tulli
Country by country analysis

In 2007, within the context of Education for Rural People, the FAQ commissioned a research study to be carried out by two professors in the department of economics of University Roma 3, Pasquale De Muro and Francesco Burchi. The resulting report has been entitled “Education for rural people and food security - country by country analysis”. Most importantly, it verifies the hypothesis that food security, and thus access to food, increases in areas where there is investment in the education of rural people.” A country’s GDP has a great influence on the levels of education, and poorer countries are still those with the lowest education levels:’ observes Lavinia Gasperini. ”However, since 1990, the year of the conference in Jomtien, some enormous steps ahead have been taken. The study carried out by Roma 3 and UNESCO data all confirm this. Those of us who work “in the field” knew about this positive link between investments and food security, but we wanted to ask the economists to confirm it.”

According to Lavinia Gasperini, the two professors’ analysis can be of fundamental importance: ”Let’s think about the summit on food safety in Rome. UN Secretary General, Ban Ki-moon, said that in order to ward off a food emergency by 2030, it is necessary to increase agricultural production and invest between IS to 20 billion dollars every year in the agricultural economies of poor countries. At the World Food Summit in 1996 we then committed ourselves to reducing world hunger by 50% and to promoting universal access to primary education, especially in favour of the poor and disadvantaged and vulnerable groups. We also declared our intention to promote access to and completion of elementary school on the part of children living in rural areas. Twelve years later, we commissioned this research because we think that far too little has been invested in rural areas. We hope to jog memories and to remind governments in all parts of the world, North and South, of the commitments made. If we truly want to reduce hunger, then every child living in a rural area must be given the chance to finish school.”

