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Summary 

 
How do Education For All and Food For All strategies interact? Why has international assistance to agricultural 

education declined? How can we move forward? These are the main topics addressed in this report. The paper 

was the first of a series presented at the Fifth European Conference on Higher Agricultural Education, held at the 

University of Plymouth, United Kingdom, from 10 to 13 September 2000. "From production agriculture to rural 

development: Challenges for higher education in the new millennium" was the theme of the conference. 

 

Also available in French and Spanish 

Education and food for all 

Reducing the number of undernourished people to half their present level no later 

than 2015 as part of an ongoing effort to eradicate hunger in all countries, is the 

commitment undertaken by the international community during the World Food 

Summit, convened in Rome in 19961. 

More than 800 million people do not have access to enough food to meet their basic 

requirements. Poverty is a major cause of food insecurity and sustainable progress 

in poverty eradication is critical to improve access to food2. More than 1.3 billion 

people worldwide live in poverty and nearly three fourth of them live in rural areas. 

Virtually all of them depend directly or indirectly on agriculture for their 

livelihoods. Despite the continuing process of urbanisation, about 3.2 billion of 

today's 6 billion world population is rural and this number will be about the same in 
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30 years time. The total population active in agriculture is about 1.3 billion and this 

number will not change significantly in the next 10 years3. 

In 1998, the less developed regions as a whole accounted for 97 per cent of the 113 

million children out of school. During the same year the number of illiterates was 

about 880 million 4. Most commonly, the chronically undernourished are also 

illiterates and out of school children are a category more at risk of being among the 

undernourished. 

World poverty can be significantly decreased by 2015 if developing and 

industrialised countries implement their commitments to attack the root causes of 

poverty5. The challenge lies in implementing a common vision for achieving the 

targets set by the world conferences of the past decade which suggested that we 

work for sustainable growth that favours the poor and provides more resources for 

health, education, gender equality, and environmental sustainability worldwide. 

The "agriculture-only model of rural development"6 has proven inadequate to 

address poverty reduction, rural development and sustainable natural resources 

management. The latest thinking and good practices in such domains indicate that 

the empowerment of poor people, policy and institutional reforms in the rural 

sector leading to participation of stakeholders needs to be the starting point7. Also 

The Rome Declaration stressed that sustainable development policies should 

consider education essential for empowering the poor and achieving food security. 

Research shows that basic education affects small landholders and subsistence 

farmers productivity immediately and positively, and that a farmer with four years 

of elementary education is, on average, 8.7 per cent more productive than a farmer 

with no education. Moreover, farmers with more education get much higher gains 

in income from the use of new technologies and adjust more rapidly to 

technological changes8. The provision of more and better basic educational services 

in rural areas such as primary education, literacy and basic skills training can 

substantially improve productivity and livelihoods9. Moreover, many children will 

be the farmers of tomorrow, and educated children have more chance of becoming 

more productive farmers. All of the major UN conferences and conventions of the 

last decade10, including the United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development11 and the World Food Summit recognized that education and training 

are indispensable with respect to achieving sustainable development and 

successfully implementing all chapters of Agenda 21. 

In this new millennium, as the global market moves from a technology based to a 

knowledge based economy (K-Economy), education and training will become even 

more crucial and access to quality of education will be the yardstick which will 

differentiate and increase the gap among rich and poor12. 

Why has international assistance to agricultural education declined? 
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As "the agriculture-only model" has proven inadequate to address rural 

development, so has agricultural education and training (AET). Education and 

training needs to address rural development, sustainable natural resources 

management and poverty reduction, with a broad, holistic focus by redefining its 

strategies and responsibilities and expanding its target. 

We can identify two series of reasons responsible for the crisis of AET: 

(a) reasons specific to strategies and targets of the AET system, (b) and reasons 

common to the crisis of the "business as usual" education and training paradigm 

prevailing until the eighties13.  

(b) The specific reasons for the AET system crisis have been analysed on many 

occasions, among others, by Maguire14, Lindley15, or by Willet16: agricultural 

education and training have been isolated from the market place and from the rest 

of the education system. This isolation has been leading to curricula irrelevance, 

falling teaching and learning standards, unemployment of graduates and, thus, 

decreasing investment support. Responses to such crisis were mostly fragmented, 

and inward looking, lacking a vision and a systemic approach. Operating in a sort 

of "ghetto", or an "Ivory tower", according to the situation, AET has taken 

responsibility only for a reduced clientele, including the students of vocational 

education and training institutions, and of the higher agricultural education, and has 

not addressed the needs of the vast majority of the rural population, who represent a 

great percentage of those 800 million undernourished and illiterates. This group has 

become, instead, the priority target for poverty reduction and education strategies in 

the decade of the nineties. By disregarding the educational needs of vast numbers 

of the rural population, donors and governments have built an agricultural human 

resource pyramid which could be considered almost as an inverted pyramid, where 

the absence of a diffuse general nor specialised knowledge, can limit national 

efforts to implement sustainable policies for agriculture, rural development, food 

security and poverty reduction efforts.  

(c) Some of the reasons for the crisis of AET are common to the crisis of the 

"business as usual" education and training aid paradigm17. As in other domains of 

international assistance to education, different prevailing paradigms18 could be 

identified over time also for AET. 

During the period (1960-80), the dominant rationale was education and training 

for economic growth. International assistance was funding mostly public sector 

oriented, donor-driven "enclave projects" of vocational and technical training or 

higher education, where the public sector was the deliverer of education and 

training, and often also the main expected employer of graduates. During this 

period local authorities ownership or involvement in policy formulation and 

strategic decision making was quite limited. Investments in primary education were 

a minor percentage of total international aid to education: in 1981-1983 about 7.4 

percent of direct aid to education went to primary education, versus 39 percent for 

secondary education (general, training of trainers and technical) and 34 percent for 
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higher education19. Higher education was regarded by donors as a politically more 

rewarding investment. Investments were predominantly supply driven and focused 

mainly on hardware (equipment, vehicles and construction), international experts 

and overseas training. Recurrent expenditures that would allow project 

sustainability and institutional capacity building were disregarded. Salaries of 

overseas experts would absorb about 44 percent of the direct aid to education, and 

scholarships abroad about 17 percent20. In this context aid to AET education and 

training was aimed at training the "right number" of individuals, calculated by 

manpower forecasting techniques, equipped with the training required by factories, 

farms and companies, in order to allow them to deliver products and services which 

would allow their economies to grow. As Bawden recalls "Growth was the aim and 

the objective of education and training assistance was to provide manpower to 

support techno-scientific production and productivity growth. Little if any concern 

was expressed for rural development and for possible long term impact on 

biophysical and socio-cultural environmental aspects of development"21. Although 

physical and staff development targets were met, sustainability became a serious 

issue since the recurrent expenditures of new educational facilities grew beyond 

institutional economic capability22. 

By the end of the seventies and beginning of the eighties the international debate 

started questioning previous priorities and strategies of international aid to 

education and training, as well as the manpower planning techniques23. The focus 

started shifting from education for economic growth to education for development 

as an integrated complex social, cultural and economic process24 that should be 

aiming at contributing to poverty reduction. 

The UNDP Human Development Report, in 1990, set the decade's development 

agenda, emphasizing the shift from the development paradigm that narrowly 

focused on growth as measured by Gross Domestic Product (GDP), to Human 

Development, measured by the Human Development Index, a composite index 

based on three main indicators: longevity, educational attainment and standards of 

living25. The education sector agenda was set in 1990 by The World Conference on 

Education for All (EFA)26, which stressed the need to invest, as sector first priority, 

on basic education, formal and non formal, including early childhood, primary 

education, literacy, and basic population, health and agriculture skills for life. 

Although vocational and technical training27 and higher education were 

acknowledged as important components of education systems and of international 

aid, priority was given to EFA. This meant less funding available for traditional 

intermediate and higher education projects also in the agriculture sector, especially 

if formulated in isolation from a wide education sector approach, a systemic policy, 

or a clear focus on poverty reduction. While the interest for agricultural education 

projects focused on limited stakeholders involvement declined, a new concern for 

the needs of the disadvantaged, the poor, and for the unequal educational 

opportunities of rural population has emerged. 
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Summarising, in general, and with minor differences, donors priorities over the last 

two decades shifted from vocational and technical and higher education to basic 

education; from isolated project to coordination and "sector wide approach"28, 

aiming at facilitating local ownership of national policies and programs. 

Institutional and system reform, definition of long term sector policies, 

diversification29 and a strong concern for sustainability, relevance, responsiveness 

and efficiency became today's imperatives for investments in education and 

training systems. Within such a context awareness has started developing30 about 

the fact that although education is universally acknowledged as a prerequisite to 

build a food secure world, reduce poverty and conserve and enhance natural 

resources, educational opportunities are not equally distributed31. 

 Access to education is lower among rural children, youth and adults: 

The gap between urban and rural illiteracy is not closing; in several 

countries, rural illiteracy is two or three times higher than urban illiteracy. 

 Quality of education is lower in rural areas: curricula and textbooks in 

primary and secondary schools are often urban biased, irrelevant to the needs 

of rural people, and seldom focus on issues such as skills for life and rural 

development. 

 Institutional capacity to address education for rural development and 

food security needs strengthening: ministries of education and their 

universities, ministries of agriculture, health, finance etc., often lack 

awareness and coordination in targeting the needs of the poor, sustainable 

rural development and food security. 

So how do we move forward? 

Given the multifaceted character of poverty and food security, the FAO Education 

Group sees the following areas for systemic action: 

1. Targeting multiple stakeholders32, focusing on "Education for All" and 

Food for All 

We want to move from production agricultural education, to a systemic and 

inclusive approach embracing a wide range and large numbers of stakeholders 

through formal and non formal education, at all levels of the education system. We 

intend to contribute to granting access to quality education to the absolute poor, 

rural landless, urban dwellers, women, members of minority groups and other 

disadvantaged groups, especially those in isolated backward areas and to all food 

insecure groups. While moving from the traditional AET approach to Education for 

Rural Development and Food Security, (EFRDFS) we shall still place great 

emphasis on vocational and technical training and higher education for agriculture 

and rural development, while focusing, with priority, on satisfaction of basic 

learning needs of rural populations. This is what we call "Education and Food for 

All". 
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2. Contributing to placing education at the core of the global and national 
development agenda33 and food security agenda, by focusing on the following 

priorities: 

 Expanding access to education and improving school attendance in rural 

areas by promoting or supporting: 

o Initiatives aiming at improving children's health, providing food for 

students, easing the financial burden on parents who usually have to 

feed their children, and in some cases generating income for the 

school, such as school canteens and school gardens, fish ponds and 

raising of animals. 

o The use of information and communication technology, and distance 

education. 

o Education of rural girls and women. 

o Life long education and skills for life in a rural environment. 

 Improving the quality of education for rural development and food security 

by supporting: 

o Participatory curriculum development, and teacher training to respond 

to rural development needs and farmers' demands, at all level of the 

education system34. 

o Environmental education, across the curriculum35, and awareness 

rising in relation to sustainability of current patterns of consumption. 

o Nutrition education36, including school gardening and small animal 

care which bring alive the content of science and social studies, 

provides shared experiences for language development and settings 

for mathematics. These can also provide life skills, basic 

entrepreneurial and self employment skills, while also contributing to 

enhance the relevance of the curriculum and quality of education37. 

o Basic financial literacy for children and adults (through, for example, 

schools saving clubs) and marketing, and rural financial management 

education in intermediate and higher education. 

o HIV / AIDS prevention to address its impact on agriculture and rural 

livelihoods. 

o Agricultural universities and vocational training institutions to 

improve their role of service to farmers, rural children, youth, and 

adults, and their interaction with basic and intermediate education. 

 Strengthening institutional capacity in planning and managing education for 

rural development and food security. Efforts to ensure Food for All need to 

be closely co-ordinated with those aiming to reach Education for All, since 

the results of both programs are interdependent. Targeting rural population 

educational needs requires an increased partnership and an interdisciplinary 

approach among UN agencies and other development agencies and 

programs, government entities (Ministries of Education and their 

http://www.fao.org/sd/exdirect/exre0028.htm#33
http://www.fao.org/sd/exdirect/exre0028.htm#34
http://www.fao.org/sd/exdirect/exre0028.htm#35
http://www.fao.org/sd/exdirect/exre0028.htm#36
http://www.fao.org/sd/exdirect/exre0028.htm#37


Universities, Ministries of Agriculture, Health, Local government Bodies, 

etc), and with private sector, national and international organizations, civil 

society, mass media, and religious organizations. We intend to contribute to: 

o The definition of a systemic approach to education for rural 

development and food security, addressing all levels of education, 

with priority on basic education (primary formal and non formal 

education, adult literacy and adult education and basic skills for life). 

o Research and dissemination of best practices and case studies which 

illustrate the contribution of education to sustainable agriculture and 

rural development and food security. 

o Training of policy makers and managers on education for rural 

development and food security 

Last but not least we attribute great importance to: 

3. Fostering interdisciplinarity and new partnership, which are two basic 

principles underlining FAO strategies and objectives.38 The international 

conferences and summits convened in the nineties indicate the need for a concerted 

attack on poverty and environmental degradation. The new paradigms emerged in 

such fora indicate that new alliances need to be adopted in order to address 

development, and the efforts to ensuring Food for All need to be closely 

coordinated, among others, with those aiming at reaching Education for All. These 

new partnerships for education for rural development are needed at global, regional 

and at national level. 

It is time to make decision for priorities for change. There is much to be done, we 

need to run against time to go beyond the set goal of halving the number of hungry 

and illiterate people by the year 2015, and ensuring that all children, particularly 

girls, are in school. These are not maximum goals, but minimum goals. New 

partnerships mean working together: if we are working together, breaking ancient 

walls and bridging our efforts, we can make it. Together, we can build a better 

world for all. 
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