Communiqué of the Caribbean Conference on Education for Rural People

‘Food Security, Agricultural Competitiveness and 

Sustainable Livelihoods’

St. Lucia, May 18-19, 2006
We, the participants of the Caribbean Conference on Education for Rural People, must preface this communiqué with two statements. First, our countries are already making huge efforts and great strides in promoting poverty reduction, food security and education for all at all levels and in all areas. Second, we can pledge ourselves only in our individual, personal capacities, for we are not empowered by our governments or agencies to make pledges on their behalf. (Rurality as a concept, need for specific policies in specific contexts.)

              In the light of this preface, we pledge to use our best efforts to reinforce action to further (sustainable development in rural communities) reduce poverty among communities dependent on agriculture, fisheries, forestry and micro-enterprises for their well being, whom we here call ‘rural people’. We will focus on action through (reorienting) education and training. Diversifying opportunities to train for current, emerging and novel employments and reforming school curricula to keep pace with the globalising world will comprise our main strategic thrusts. We will use our official positions and our unofficial influence to heighten the awareness of our societies of the disadvantages and exclusions suffered by rural people; and to encourage fresh thinking on how to overcome them. In this way, as we support our own people, we shall contribute also to the world’s drive to EFA and the first two Millennium Development Goals (MDG)
. 

              Our countries vary widely. Rural people currently constitute between some 25 and 70 per cent of our peoples, while agriculture, fisheries and forestry occupy on average some 16 per cent of our workers. Our rates of poverty vary between 16 and 37 per cent, while the rates of severe poverty or indigence vary between 3 and 25 per cent. Their incidence is usually highest among the people we have called ‘rural’. Along with these differences we have two features in common. ***First, in some instances, the opportunities and facilities for education and training accessible to our rural people are of lower quality and lower effectiveness than those in our towns.*** Partly because of this, rural people tend to make less use of them. The result is that they are inadequately equipped to respond to the shifting demands of their markets and the losses of previous protections. 

              Our second common feature is high rates of unemployment among our rural youth. It also seems to be the case that the unemployed include large proportions of young people who did not benefit to the fullest extent from their schooling. 

              The primary production sectors will remain important constituents of our economies and employments for some time to come. Achieving Food security and enhancing their competitiveness -not only in world markets but also locally- challenge us to educate ourselves to be positively responsive to –and even ahead of – changes in tastes and methods of production, distribution and marketing. They also require us to be prepared to train and re-train ourselves throughout our lives. 

              Working with governments…

               We shall press our governments to raise the priority they give to reducing the inequalities of provision and quality that rural people experience. We shall advocate a closer and more transparent monitoring of actual resource allocation, so that existing inequities are visibly reduced. We shall keep ourselves alert for opportunities for fostering and sustaining inter-ministerial and inter-sectoral coordination in both policy and implementation. We shall press our governments to consider how they can promote a more enabling environment for agencies of civil society to develop helpful initiatives for educating and training rural people. We shall also press for better and more transparent systems of monitoring, so that progress in education for rural people can be easily assessed and kept on track. 

               Working within Ministries of Education, Agriculture, Fisheries, Forestry and Rural Development…

               As many of us come from Ministries of Education, Agriculture and Rural Development, we shall find allies within our own ministries and partners in other ministries to identify new joint targets opportunities for formulating joint action and indicators for work with rural people. We shall use these alliances and partnerships to foster the preconditions for the successful decentralisation of responsibility for initiatives and action to communities and community groups. We shall also use them to monitor progress and improvements in access to opportunities for training and education, as well as in the quality of what the opportunities offer.

               Working with civil society and the business sector…

               We recognise that the agencies of civil society, whether local, national or international, often have more intensive relations with and better understanding of particular groups and communities. We shall work to develop our relations with those agencies that focus on rural people and, if needed, to encourage them to form networks among themselves. Where occasions arise, we shall do our best to facilitate their work. Also, where appropriate, we shall bring to their attention opportunities for new work, either by expanding to new communities or by initiating work on issues arising.

              We recognise, too, that businesses in particular localities and the business sector in general could be effective allies in identifying and supporting relevant training opportunities for rural people. We shall seek ways to encourage businesses to ally themselves with community organisations and civil society in mobilising rural people to define what training would be really helpful, settling the terms on which it would be maximally utilised, and implementing it to full effect. 

               Working with cooperation agencies…

               Research, monitoring, evaluation are activities the necessity of which is always acknowledged, but less than always implemented. We shall use the contacts we have made through this conference with FAO, UNESCO, IICA, CARDI CARICOM, OECS and others to mobilise assistance to see that the three activities are implemented in sufficient breadth, frequency and quality for us, our allies in government, civil society and the business sector, and the wider world to learn from our successes and mistakes and reciprocally from the successes and mistakes of others.

               Working with the donor community…

               Raising the priority and increasing the action for educating and training rural people will inevitably demand additional resources. While we can certainly expect our governments, our civil societies and our business sectors and even rural people themselves and their communities to supporting local community initiatives in ERP, we shall need and indeed require the support of the CDB, the World Bank and our bi-lateral partners.
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