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Mr. Chairman, please allow me in the first instance to seize this opportunity and to extend to all our distinguished visitors, specially invited guests and the participants of this important workshop a warm and hearty welcome to St. Lucia. For those of you who are visiting us for the first time I trust that this visit will open the door for future visits which should allow you to fully indulge in the unique “looshan” hospitality and cultural experience.

The hosting of this workshop, dubbed “Education for Rural People” (ERP), is indeed a very timely engagement for us in Saint Lucia, since the Government of St. Lucia recently declared this year as the year of universal secondary education. Equally for the Caribbean Region, it provides us with the unique opportunity to collectively re-visit and consider the myriad of issues and challenges that confront our people in the quest to overcome social displacement and injustice and economic inequity. Moreover, Mr. Chairman, this initiative is taking place at a historic moment in which the geo-politics of the world, driven by regionalism, is forcing the Caribbean People to increasingly focus on the imperatives of re-defining its developmental framework along with the relevant supporting relationships and mechanisms that could assist in promoting sustainable growth and more equitable human development in our region.

In this regard, I commend the FAO and UNESCO for this partnering flagship intervention, which was officially launched during the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg, South Africa on 3 September 2002. The collaboration of IICA with the GOSL in alliance with the Sustainable Development Department of FAO and UNESCO in organizing and hosting the event is immensely appreciated. 

As far back as 10 December 1948, it was determined under article 26 of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights that “Everyone has the right to education”. This is a right we all know that has not been fulfilled throughout the Region, and in most instances rural people are probably the most affected. This right foresees in the first instance compulsory and free primary education for all, while progressively the availability and accessibility to secondary and tertiary level education, including technical and higher professional education, are facilitated and enhanced. Mr. Chairman, it is well established that education is an essential prerequisite for reducing poverty and privation, while it serves as an important tool to build food security and resilience.   
The ERP partnering flagship initiative, led by FAO, is a call for collaborative action to address rural – urban disparities. Higher quality and functional education is just one such disparity. The purpose of partnership building seeks to achieve primarily the following objectives:
· Overcoming the rural/ urban gap in quality education;

· Increasing access to basic and more functional education for rural people; and, 

· Building awareness on the importance of ERP and formulating appropriate strategies, at the national, regional and international levels, as  crucial steps towards the attainment of the MDGs, in particular MDGs 1, 2 and 3 respectively, eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, achieving universal primary education and promoting gender equity.
These objectives are also well articulated in other international commitments, such as the FAO Constitution 1945, the World Food Summit Plan of Action 1996, the Education for All Plan of Action of 2000, the Dakar Plan of Action of 2003 and the UN Decade on Education for Sustainable Development of 2002. 

The essence of it all is truly manifested in the popular Chinese proverb which concludes that, “…if you are planning for a lifetime, educate people”.
In the context of agriculture and the promotion of integrated rural development for sustainable livelihoods, the design and provision of the related educational services are areas of major concern. Agriculture is a real manifestation of an intricate blend of art and integrated sciences, which possesses socio-cultural and political, environmental, technological and economic dimensions. The consideration of these issues in the context of the region as developing island nations, with their respective uniqueness and diversities, are critical in the formulation and re-formulation of educational curricula for rural people, with the emphasis and focus on continuous improvement of economic diversification, productivity and competitiveness. Ultimately, the objective is to find viable models for rural development that should contribute meaningfully to sustainable national development.

Mr. Chairman, I am concerned that too often our technocrats, technicians and advisors get stuck and hooked onto the statistics, variables and the indices, as important as they are to assist in generating the necessary information that support decision-making. It is useful to note that the indices and variables do not capture the dynamics of poverty and its attendant ripple effects. Moreover, rural poverty at the national and regional levels is variable, fluctuating in response to man-made and natural phenomena, socio-cultural issues and influences, political and economic crises. The psychological dimension and its impact on the incidence of poverty (the mindset) must not be disregarded. Hence, the consideration of resilience building in the design of our curricula, noting some of the inherent vulnerabilities and the value of food security, good nutrition, health and sanitation, must not be under-estimated.
These aspects have implications for our broader sub-regional and regional education policies and strategies. For example, it is now alleged that agriculture has or is creating an “overload” in some of our schools curricula. Thus, there are few schools in St. Lucia and indeed the region with specialist teachers and curriculum specialists for Agriculture. In this period where energy cost is rising uncontrollably, the implications for our food security as a regional people requires urgent re-examination.
In conclusion, I wish to highlight some broader issues that impact directly on the agricultural and fisher community that operate within the rural setting and environment. There is urgent need to address the following:

· The increasing availability and accessibility to modern ICT tools at both the formal school and community levels, to more effectively manage the technological gap, to enhance productivity and competitiveness, and to combat brain drain;

· The re-education of our producers in the fundamentals and practical aspects of agri-business operations and management; - ultimately, these initiate, activate and maintain the entire production and business processes, which generate and facilitate sustainable jobs and family income.
With these observations, Mr. Chairman, I end by referring to the popular Zig Ziglar quotation, “You can’t fly with the eagles, if you continue to scratch with the turkeys”.
I thank you. 
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