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Readdressing Rural-Urban education disparities to achieve the MDGs


It gives me great pleasure to welcome you at FAO. I am sure that your work over the next two days will help give the priority that rural issues need in the world-wide education agenda. 


Today, just over half of world population lives in rural areas. In the poorest countries, those where education is most essential for poverty alleviation, the population will continue to be predominantly rural for decades to come. The education sector needs to focus on rural areas because that is where 70 percent of the world’s poor live. Living in a rural area in a poor country frequently means facing poverty, hunger and illiteracy. 


Many of the problems of the educational system are enhanced in the rural areas. A recent publication of the UNESCO Institute for Statistics shows that the proportion of out-of-school children in rural areas is almost twice as big as that of urban areas. A full 82 percent of out-of-school children live in rural areas. Among them are millions of children and adolescents exploited as workers on cocoa, tobacco or banana plantations, sometimes forced to work more than 12 hours a day in conditions bordering on slavery. 


A large number of these children will join the growing ranks of the next generation of illiterate and poor adults. And one should not forget that about millions of children die of hunger before reaching school age.


Rural-urban disparities are a major obstacle to achieve Sustainable Development, the Millennium Development Goals and Education for All: readdressing such inequalities is an urgent duty for all of us. To contribute to address this challenge FAO and UNESCO launched the global Education for Rural People (ERP) flagship partnership during the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002 in Johannesburg.  FAO is the lead agency. Its mission is to empower the rural poor to become fully integrated actors of the development process. The partnership addresses simultaneously: knowledge generation, advocacy, policy and capacity building, technical assistance, and pilot field projects. 


The Education for Rural people initiative has come a long way: based on research on the interaction between education, skills development, agriculture and rural development, the initiative launched a policy dialogue between Ministries of Education, Ministries of Agriculture, donors and civil society. It is now focusing on building national capacity to address the challenges of education for rural people.

What is new?


The concern for education in rural areas in not new. This subject has been debated for years. Back in 1977 an FAO publication, Learning and Living – Education for Rural Families in Developing Countries called for increased cohesion between the formal program and the non-formal learning arrangements for those out-of-school.

Some of the challenges identified in the publication are still unresolved, such as a curriculum that does not address the needs of the rural population and the strategies needed to emphasise learning versus schooling. Providing education for rural people continues to be a complex challenge given the heterogeneous nature of the main stakeholders, the numbers of people involved world-wide, and the particular physical, cultural, and resource problems of rural space. 


It is an accepted fact that rural people with basic education are more likely to adopt new technology and become more productive, can deal better with change, improve their livelihoods, and foster gender equality and active citizenship.  Moreover the weakness of basic education and training services in rural areas are related to the fact that countries lack the capacity to plan and deliver effective basic education services to rural people. They also lack coordination between Ministries of Education, Agriculture and Finance, and between such government bodies and the civil society. But the policy environment is changing. 

What does thus ERP bring to the analysis and to strategies related to the MDGs? 

ERP main contributions are:

· a “people-centered approach” which emphasizes rural people needs within the MDGs and of the Education for All initiative;

· an interdisciplinary approach promoted by the partnership between the education and the agricultural and rural development sectors. Rarely has there been a concerted effort to make ERP a reality like now, and the ERP partnership programme works to promote such alliance; 

· a holistic approach that broadens the traditional EFA agenda as well as the Vocational Agriculture Education boundaries to encompass all levels and types of education and training  and includes all those who live and work in the rural space in farm and non-farm activities, as well as children, youth and adults.  

Critical Issues for Consideration 

While wishing you a pleasant stay in Rome and a successful meeting, I suggest the following three issues for your consideration: 

1-  Investments need to go with priority to those who need it most, namely the rural people.

Education for Rural People requires major investments by governments and donors, and this can be done as a component of rural development or as part of the education and training sector. External assistance is badly needed for this. More than 94 million children in rural areas are in need of primary education. Ensuring universal primary education for all children by 2015, requires a huge investment and an even larger commitment. If only we consider, hypothetically, a minimum incentive of 10$ per child out-of-school per year an investment of US$ 940 millions would be needed.  

2- To achieve the MDGs and Education For All a better understanding of the diverse needs and specificities of rural people as well as compensatory programmes to address them are needed. Genuine empowerment calls for addressing education and skills development needs of rural people. Diversifying education and training so as to address the complexity of the rural reality and demand, and the elimination of the present two track education system - with a parallel second quality system for rural people – is essential.
3-  A curriculum including issues relevant to rural livelihoods can better link schools and rural communities and contribute to increase access and improved quality of education for rural people, and, over all, the national education systems. Decentralization opens new opportunities to integrate global knowledge, values and skills, with issues relevant to local communities. Fishing with traps and pots, simple book-keeping, milk handling and preservation, prevention of HIV/AIDS, or avian influenza and improved nutrition through school or home gardens are just some examples of the topics we were requested to address by rural communities. 

These are only a few ideas that I hope will feed into your debate. I will be looking forward to your conclusions. I invite you all to join forces within the flagship on Education for Rural People. 
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