WEF Education Brief

The education crisis

Today there are almost 900 million illiterate adults throughout the world, and 125 million children out of school – two thirds of them girls. This is a global crisis that keeps poor people poor and poor countries poor. The education crisis is a massive denial of human rights, and a serious brake on the economic development of the world’s poorest countries. Without a basic education the world’s poor have little hope of ever sharing the benefits of the knowledge economy. Education is the single most powerful weapon against poverty. It saves lives. It gives people a chance to improve their lives. It gives them a voice, vital for democratic and accountable government.

At the World Education Forum in Senegal in April this year, 185 governments committed to achieving universal basic education by 2015. Governments throughout the world, and key international actors such as the UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, and World Bank President James Wolfensohn, promised a renewed effort to get every child into school. Specifically the meeting promised to attain universal and free, high quality primary education for all by 2015. Developing countries promised to develop national plans of action by 2002 to achieve these goals. Aid-giving countries promised that all governments serious about education would not be denied the necessary resources to deliver on their plans, and promised to provide more aid and debt relief.

Extraordinary effort will be required if the education goals are to be achieved. According to Oxfam estimates, if current trends are not reversed, there will remain 75 million children out of school in 2015 as opposed to none, with three-quarters (54 million) of these children in Africa. Without increased efforts in education, poverty and instability will weaken economic growth, and undermine business, across the developing world. 

Global Initiative

All parties committed to a Global Initiative that would mobilise the strategies and resources to meet these targets - universal and free, high quality primary education for all by 2015, equity of schooling for girls and boys by 2005 . 

This global initiative would:

· Incorporate national and regional strategies, as well as the efforts of bilateral and multilateral actors, showing how together they would add up to a viable global plan to meet the 2015 international development goals in education

· Make the strategy transparent so that governments, north and south, can be held accountable buy their citizens for their promises

· Attract private sector investment in the way that the Global Alliance on Vaccines and Immunisation (GAVI) and other health initiatives have

· Co-ordinate efforts to achieve maximum impact and avoid duplication

· Broker financing in the form of World Bank lending, debt relief and bilateral aid to guarantee that developing country governments with national plans and policies get the financing they need

· Articulate a compelling vision and strategy that will win public support, and the necessary financial backing of finance ministers and particularly the G7

The global initiative does not propose a new institution or bureaucracy. It is a project undertaken by a group of governments and international agencies with a shared vision of labour. Who are the key players?

· Developed country governments: USA, Netherlands, Canada, Germany

· Developing country governments: Bangladesh, Tanzania, Senegal  

· international agencies: World Bank, UNICEF, UNESCO

· NGOs: the Global Campaign for Education, and alliance of NGOs throughout the world campaigning for education for all.

What is the status of the Global Initiative?

The concept of the global initiative is written into the formal communiqué of the World Education Forum in April. It has been endorsed by the G7 heads of government meeting in Okinawa in June. The Education for All working group, made up of governments, international agencies and NGOs met in Paris in October.

What role for the private sector?

Firstly by backing the global initiative with additional finance. The Gates Foundation investment in the GAVI vaccines initiative kick-started the initiative and spotlighted both the issue of communicable diseases and by association the role of the private sector in resolving this problem. This initiative was integrated by the G7 into a wider global health initiative. Investment in the education initiative could position key private sector actors alongside leading international institutions and global civil society in tackling one of the world’s most pressing social and economic problems.

The UN and World Bank estimate that $8bn a year is needed for 10 years to get every child into school. This is eminently affordable. It is equivalent to four days worth of global military spending, or 0.02% of global GDP, or one third of the cuts in international aid budgets since 1992. Oxfam has proposed that developing countries provide $4bn through increased financing of the education sector, raised through increased taxation and more efficient  and poverty focused public spending. Developed countries should help by providing the remaining $4bn from increased aid; education aid that is more focused on basic education; increased debt relief, and from private sector support. 

Why not as a first step seek $1bn a year from the private sector for the next 10 years to basic education?

A secondary role for the private sector will be to influence the governments of developing nations to invest more in basic education. Poor countries require expanded higher education and vocational training in order to catch a greater share of global income, and to benefit from the knowledge economy. Only 7% of sub-Saharan Africans receive higher education. But the deeper problem is that so few children enter the primary system. Primary education lays the foundations on which higher level learning can be built. An African child is likely to get 5 years of education compared to 15-17 for a child in the West. Cost barriers and the growth of private provision further marginalise the poor. 

Private sector influence with governments can play a major role here - governments listen to business, and a lack of education undermines business growth and potential.

There are other ways too. Providing equality of opportunity and wages for women, is not only fair, but it creates more incentives for female education, and is better for the family as a whole since women tend to invest more of their income in the family than men do. More generally, offering pay and conditions that enable employees to meet their basic needs, including education. Companies should avoid transfer pricing that deprive states of revenue, or resist tax evasion – these are practices that can support government capacity to invest in education. 

NGOs and the private sector

By working together on this initiative, NGOs and the private sector – both as key private actors – can help push governments and international institutions to meet their obligations. By pioneering nimble and innovative support to the Global Initiative, working with the media, and with the publics of countries, collective effort could see disastrous trends reversed, and could see all of the world’s children in school. A key part of the building block to eradicate poverty would have been laid.

Some data:

Using 1995 data: 125 million children out of school, 45 million in sub-Saharan Africa, 56 million in South Asia, 11 million in East Asia, 7 million in Latin America and 6 million in the Arab states.

By 2015 according to current trends: 75 million children out of school. 54 million in sub-Saharan Africa, 7 million in South Asia, 7 million in East Asia, 2 million in Latin America and 5 million in the Arab states.

Special initiative for Africa

Recent estimates by Oxfam put the total cost of achieving education for all in sub-Saharan Africa at $3.6bn an annum for 10 years. Given current trends and the worsening position of sub-Saharan Africa compared to other regions, special efforts will need to be made here.
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