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Ladies and Gentlemen
Distinguished Guests

Welcome to the guest


It is a great pleasure for me to be with you to address together how to strengthen Education for Rural People in your countries and to contribute to facing the challenge of fighting against hunger, poverty, illiteracy and environmental degradation. 

I would like to thank especially the high-level officials and professionals of the Ministries of Agriculture and Education of the eleven participants African countries, as well as the other people and Organizations that accepted to join us. As partners of the Education for Rural People flagship, we all share the commitment that helping the poor, the hungry and the illiterate cannot wait, and that we are here, today, together, as partners, to serve them. 

I would like especially to mention the excellent collaboration with ADEA with whom we joined forces to organize this event, as well as the previous one in 2005, and express our gratitude to Italy, France, UNESCO and the World Bank for their crucial support and ongoing partnership. 
Importance of the meeting

It goes without saying that you, who are directly involved in your daily work with the challenges of poverty, hunger, illiteracy and natural environment degradation, understand better than anybody else the importance of the intersectoral and interdisciplinary approach we have chosen together for the Education for Rural People partnership and Education for Rural People meetings. This is the second time that you, high-level officials from African Ministries of Education and Agriculture, two sectors that traditionally had little connections, work together to recommend policies, strategies and actions to your governments and ministries. The recommendations of the Ministers for Education, Agriculture, Rural Development and Fisheries of your eleven countries in sub-Saharan Africa, convened in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, from 7 to 9 September 2005, are based on the key assumption that clear priorities for education for rural people need to be established within the framework of rural development and natural resources management plans as well as in the framework of the Education for All national plans. An important lesson from your work in Addis, and confirmed by recent research, is that rural food insecurity is highly correlated with educational deprivation. 
Research conducted in 2007 by the Universita’ degli Studi “Roma Tre” and FAO, indicates that if, for example, a country such as Mali, could double rural people’s access to primary education, this could substantially reduce rural food insecurity. Therefore, given the concentration of population and poverty in rural areas in most low income countries, Education for Rural People is a key factor for promoting overall national food security. Concentrating in rural areas the efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goal 2 of universal primary education would have an important impact on food security. 

Present situation 


Numbers seem to work against us. Nevertheless, the record of efforts made jointly, although non conclusive, are encouraging. Today  820 million (don’t we have other figures – 854 mio? CLARIFICATION in the world  overall 854mio, while in developing countries only 820))
 people in the developing world still suffer from undernourishment, representing 17 percent of the total population, and more than a billion people are illiterate.
The challenge of food insecurity  today remains great, but different from the one we faced three to four decades ago. Before, hunger was a widespread and pervasive phenomenon throughout the developing world. Since then, we have seen major improvements in hunger reduction performance across regions and countries. 


Sub-Saharan Africa, however, did not progress as a whole, over the last three decades. In 1969-71, 36 percent of the population of the region suffered from hunger and today the proportion is 32 percent. The number of undernourished persons in sub-Saharan Africa increased from 93 to 206 million people. In 1969-71, one out of every ten hungry people in the developing countries was found in sub-Saharan Africa, today one out of four. 


Within this overall situation, there are very large differences among countries. Several African countries have taken significant strides in reducing hunger and poverty. Indeed, between 1990-92 and 2001-03, fifteen countries in sub-Saharan Africa succeeded in reducing the number of undernourished people. Ghana is one of a handful of countries which have already achieved the target established by the 1996 World Food Summit of reducing by half the number of undernourished people relative to 1990-92.


However, although progress has been achieved, the number of hungry people in the developing world remains stubbornly and unacceptably high. Even more worrisome is the apparent slow-down in progress over the most recent years. Since the mid-1990s (1995-97), the number of hungry people in the developing countries has increased by 23 million people, while the prevalence has declined by only one percentage point. Far too many countries have been standing still or progressed very slowly, if not moving backwards, with the risk of being left behind in the global race against hunger. 


The urgency of accelerating hunger reduction has been emphasised in such international commitments as the World Food Summit Declaration in 1996 and the Declaration of the UN Millennium Summit in 2000. Unless we dramatically step up our efforts to reduce hunger and poverty, progress will remain inadequately slow. In fact, if the current trend is to continue, the WFS target of halving the number of people suffering from hunger will only be realized in 2150.


But despite all this, a large number of successful countries show us that hunger reduction is possible, even in some of the poorest countries in the world. There are important lessons to be learnt from these positive experiences.


The first and central lesson is naturally that “agriculture cannot wait”. There is ample evidence that combating hunger and extreme poverty (Millennium Development Goal number 1) requires an expanded commitment to agriculture and rural development. Seventy percent of the poor in developing countries live in rural areas. In the poorest of countries, agricultural is the driving force of the rural economy and the backbone of people livelihoods. In the most food-insecure countries, agriculture is crucial for income and employment generation. While poverty is a cause of hunger, it is equally true that hunger perpetuates poverty by negatively affecting education, health, labour productivity and investment choices.

Another lesson learnt is that investment in education, extension and agricultural research, rural infrastructure, small-scale water management, storage facilities and shipping, is essential for stimulating agricultural production and productivity, as well as sustainable livelihoods, peace, democracy and citizenship. However, actual public expenditures for education and training in agriculture and rural development in the developing world do not reflect the importance of the sector to their national economies and the livelihoods of their populations. Technology can contribute, but under the right conditions. Improved technology, especially for small-scale farmers, can accelerate poverty reduction through increased crop yields and higher incomes. Much of the increase in agricultural output over the past 40 years has come from an increase in yield per hectare rather than area expansion. The decline in food prices, in real terms has benefited poor consumers, including the rural poor. However, in many places of the developing world poor farmers’ access to technology has been constrained by gaps in education, training and extension systems. 

A third lesson, and a key challenge, lies in preserving and enhancing our natural resource base. Today, the provision of ecosystem services is under threat as never before by the combined effects of expanding populations, rapid economic growth and greater global integration. At the same time, the close relationship between poverty, hunger and ecosystem degradation is becoming ever clearer. Most of the world’s poor live in rural areas, many of them in marginal environments. Preserving and enhancing the natural resource base on which they depend is crucial for lifting them out of poverty. The role of biodiversity for the future of humanity is barely disputed today, although agricultural biodiversity is a priority to improve the nutrition and food security of the poor. 


Global warming is another issue with  profound effects on rural people livelihoods,  agriculture and  food security. Climate change is an additional challenge for Africa and  during this meeting  we - the agriculture and education sector -  for the first time  will address it together since we know that what is impossible to overcome in isolation, becomes a  challenge we can cope with in partnership and with a holistic approach.. Crops, livestock and forestry are directly involved as sources or sinks of greenhouse gases, and rural people are  among the most vulnerable victims of the foreseen changes. Current projections suggest that if the average temperature increases up to 2 degrees the potential for crop production will increase in temperate latitudes ,  but decline in parts of the tropics and sub-tropics. Rising sea levels will threaten crop production and livelihoods in countries with large areas of low-lying land. Food insecurity for vulnerable groups in developing countries may well worsen. There will be stress on water resources with security implications. 

Climate adaptation is a process of socio-institutional learning that recognizes often competing goals and processes and uses information at various levels and in many ways. The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change encourages the promotion of education, training and awareness programmes on climate change at the national, subregional and regional levels, and in particular
:
1. The development and implementation of educational and public awareness programmes on climate change and its effects.
2. Public access to information on climate change and its effects.
3. Adopting a participatory process for addressing education on climate change and its effects.
4. Organizing and providing scientific, technical and managerial personnel on climate change and its effects.

The Un Framework Convention on Climate Change also encourages at the international level to:

1. Develop and exchange educational and public awareness material on climate change and its effects.
2. Develop and implement education and training programmes, including the strengthening of national institutions and the exchange and secondment of personnel to train experts in the field in particular for developing countries.

Although agriculture contributes to climate change and is affected by it,  up to now  capacity building initiatives on climate change have increasingly been directed at the urban public and urban schools of  the developed world . A special attention should now  be directed to the rural sector since this is where the reservoirs for natural resources are located and where people are more vulnerable . Rural people have until now mainly used traditional coping mechanisms and traditional knowledge to address climate changes. To address the climate change challenge effectively, the time has come to complement these traditional mechanisms with innovation.

Global production of biofuels has doubled in the last five years and is likely to double again in the next four years. The rapid emergence of bioenergy as a viable option for countries to reduce their dependence on fossil fuels, to mitigate climate change, and to diversify their agriculture production brings with it concerns related to food security and environmental sustainability. However, sustainable bioenergy development can deliver much needed benefits to rural agriculture and livelihoods in developing countries if we do it in the right way,  ensuring the food security of the poor . The challenges we face in bioenergy development are not unlike those related to the achievement of hunger reduction and food security - countries must fully exploit their comparative advantage for producing feedstocks while taking fully into account the moral and economic obligations to protect vulnerable populations, to ensure sufficient food supplies and to manage natural resources using the highest standards and best practices available. How can education and training systems and programmes contribute to address such a challenge for the well being of so many communities? How can education and training contribute to change the life styles of societies ? Can we develop joint programmes that build the capacity of rural vulnerable African communities to adapt to climate change  and to mitigate it? How traditional knowledge could be complemented by innovation and disseminated by education and training ?  Could we prepare basic education and training (including extension) ERP partnership programmes aiming at developing  rural livelihoods resilience to adapt to climate change, and jointly submit them for funding  to the Clean Development Mechanism?   These are some of the questions I am encouraging you to discuss during your working groups.

What to do 

 Based on an understanding of both past experiences and emerging challenges, we must step up dramatically our efforts to reduce hunger and poverty. As a direct consequence of your work in 2005 during the Addis Ababa Meeting, Education for Rural People was declared a world policy priority during the Beijing 2005 High-level Education for All Meeting. Naturally, the precise policy agenda depends on individual country circumstances, but it is important to lay out that FAO considers Education for Rural People, including also skill training and extension, key building blocks of an enhanced global effort for accelerated poverty and hunger reduction in the years to come. Education for Rural People is crucial to strengthen the productivity and incomes of the hungry and poor, as well as to foster citizenship, sustainable livelihoods, including employment and access by the poor to productive assets and to off-farm activities. Governments should direct a greater portion of their budgetary expenditures towards Education for Rural People. 


Today and tomorrow, you will focus on progress made since the 2005 Ministerial Meeting. Country reports prepared by the concerned Ministries and the relevant agencies will be examined. You will share successful policies and practices as well as bottlenecks. You will do so also with dozens of high-level policy makers and officials connected from 11 hubs by videoconferencing. You will focus on the contribution of training and skills development for poverty reduction, food security, sustainable agriculture and rural development. For the first time, discussions will focus on Education for Rural People successful practices needed to foster African rural communities resilience, to address emerging challenge such as climate change and global production of biofuels. It is by strengthening intersectoral alliances and partnerships, that together we will identify follow-up actions at national and regional levels. Finally, a joint statement on progress made and priority areas for further collaboration will be issued. 

Conclusion 


Dear colleagues, we have great responsibilities, but the excitement and moral and intellectual reward of working together is as great. The work your countries are undertaking in collaboration with the organizations and agencies here today, is acting as a test-bed for the rest of the Africa continent, as well as for countries in other continents. We know the challenges we face are difficult, but the optimism of our will to succeed is strong. We need to continue networking, sharing our successes and constraints, and fine-tuning our strategy. In partnership, we can succeed in making today and tomorrow’s world, a better place for present and future generations. 


I wish all of you successful work, and trust that your stay in Rome, the eternal city of 3 000 years of history, is enjoyable.

Thank you.
� 


� [UNITED NATIONS FRAMEWORK CONVENTION ON CLIMATE CHANGE (1992)]
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