Rural Development Briefings – A series of discussions in Brussels on ACP-EU development issues
Briefing n° 1: The main challenges facing rural development in ACP countries – Brussels, 4 July 2007 
Presentation by Mr Ferdinand Nyabenda – Assistant Secretary General of the ACP Secretariat in charge of sustainable economic development.
Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
I am delighted to be here with you today as part of a new construct – a series of bimonthly meetings on subjects of critical importance for rural development in ACP countries, organised by the ACP Secretariat and European Commission, the CTA, the development NGO platform Concord and the Eurforic network. These meetings will be a chance for us, as partners in development, to talk on a regular basis about matters of concern to all of us, exchanging views and sharing experience in a way which is not always otherwise possible. They will also provide opportunities to deepen cooperation between the Commission services, the ACP group, members of parliament, development NGOs, research networks and others. 

It goes without saying that we are also counting on the support of the EU Presidency. I would like to take this opportunity to welcome the Portuguese presidency that came into office on the 1st of July 2007 and let them know we are relying on their support for future development-related initiatives with Africa and the ACP group.
I am pleased to see that the efforts we have all been making for several years now to put rural development in its rightful place on the development agenda are bearing fruit. We have come a long way since our joint workshop with the CTA, the European Commission and ACP producer organisations in May 2006 in Brussels, the aim of which was to alert decision-makers to the role ACP producer organisations can play in addressing the challenges to family farming in their countries. It is becoming more and more common to see producer organisations being involved in our initiatives and activities and care being taken to listen to practitioners and the people most directly affected. The ACP group has done this at the highest level by inviting producer organisations to the ACP Council of Ministers.* I also know that our colleagues at the Commission are particularly attentive to this aspect.
We all know that in many countries, particularly in Africa, over 60% of the population is still employed in the agricultural sector, particularly in family farming. 
In a world marked by economic liberalisation and more open markets we must constantly improve the competitiveness of our agricultural products – whether destined for export or for local markets - and our producers are confronted with countless requirements. Natural conditions are often difficult, agricultural policies have been persistently discouraging and farm investment has been low. All of this explains why rural populations, whose role in agricultural development is so important, require special support. A financial and legal environment encouraging technological progress and long-term investment would help expand farmers’ capacity, improving their incomes and living conditions. Let me share with you some of the priorities we have set with the CTA and DG Development.
We must achieve recognition of the crucial role of agriculture and the need for alliances between governments, donors and producer organisations to put it back on the donors’ agenda. The World Bank development report for 2008 with its focus on rural development is certainly a big step forward. The importance of the role of producers and civil society organisations in any initiative impacting the rural and agricultural sector must be recognised. 

It is imperative that more resources be assigned to family farming. The ACP States must allocate at least 10% of their financial resources to the agricultural sector, as promised at the Maputo Summit. We must also ensure that under the 10th EDF resources are assigned to supporting the organisation and development of producer organisations and direct support for these organisations is increased.
Furthermore, our ACP States must frame vigorous agricultural policies at both national and regional levels. These policies must be multii-dimensional, covering production, food security, environmental and market access aspects. They must be drawn up in a participatory process involving the different stakeholders in the sector.
It is also vital to ensure support for the ACP stakeholders, including producer organisations, at national and regional levels during the EPA implementation process, so that they can have their say on matters as important as health and plant health standards and other requirements for ACP product access to EU markets.

We are all aware of the main problems ACP peoples face in terms of rural development: migration, the impact of climate change on vulnerable groups, the impact of HIV-AIDS and other pandemics on people who have no access to medicines or the most elementary health care. 
In this situation youth and the growing role of young men and women will be pivotal for rural areas. It is they who hold the key to a dynamic, populated, productive rural world offering a real alternative to mass emigration. 

Those are some of the subjects we can discuss at these briefings in an informal and friendly atmosphere.
I thank you for your interest and wish you every success in your work.

Brussels, 4 July 2007.
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