CEC PRESENTATION ON THE COMMONWEALTH EDUCATION FUND BY SIR EDWARD GEORGE ON 28 JANUARY 2003

I am very grateful to you Chairman and to the Council for Education in the Commonwealth for giving me the opportunity to come and tell you about the Commonwealth Education Fund this evening.

The CEF is an initiative taken by Gordon Brown last spring in the context of Her Majesty’s Golden Jubilee. Its fundamental objective – to promote universal primary education throughout the Commonwealth – thereby contributes to the UN’s Millennium Development Goals.  Those goals – adopted by the General Assembly in 2000 – were, you will recall: first, that all children of school age should have completed primary education by 2015; and second that there should be full equality of access to primary education by 2005.

I probably don’t need to emphasise the importance of that fundamental objective to this audience but I will! I know from my own experience – encouraged by my parents to take proper advantage of universal primary education in this country, which lead on to scholarships to secondary school and university, that education is the absolute foundation of individual economic and

social progress – and of the contribution which individuals can make to the economic and social progress of the community as a whole. Primary school was the gateway to the rest of my life – as it no doubt was for many of you here.

We all recognise the vital importance of improving the delivery of education at all levels in this country as a top political priority – though we may not all agree about how best to go about that!

But in the developing world it is estimated that something like 100 million children – including something like 75 million children in Commonwealth countries – don’t have the opportunity even to go to primary school. They can’t get even to first base. And addressing that situation, too, has to be a genuinely top political priority nationally and internationally – in the interests of the countries concerned, and in our own interest if we aspire to live in a

prosperous and harmonious world.

You can see I’m as passionate about education as I am about monetary and economic stability!  So although I don’t always do what Gordon wants me to do – in fact he may feel I don’t often do what he wants me to do – when he asked me to chair the CEF Oversight Committee ( and I’ll explain its role in a moment ) I accepted more or less on the spot. In fact I pretty well had to – he wanted to announce it a day or two later! That’s all I wanted to say about the fundamental objective. 

The next question is how will CEF go about contributing to that objective?

Well first let me tell you what it’s not about. It’s not about providing or delivering primary education directly itself. That’s reckoned to cost something like £7 bn a year altogether – which is not in fact enormous in global terms.  But that clearly has to be a matter for national governments in the developing world and for development assistance provided by the developed countries and the relevant international aid organisations. The global community, at the UN World Education Forum, in fact promised that no country seriously trying to achieve the Millennium Goals for primary education would be thwarted from doing so by a lack of resources. So the CEF is not directly itself in the business of trying to mobilise the billions that will be needed. The CEF is essentially a catalyst designed to help to emphasise the vital importance of universal primary education, and to ensure that it is – and remains – right up there on the political agenda nationally in the developing countries and internationally. 

By working with the national governments in its target countries, with national and local non-governmental organisations, including parents and teachers organisations, faith-based organisations, and, importantly, the local business community – the aim is to provide a bottom-up input to the demand for universal primary education – including impressing on parents the importance of primary education  for their children who are often kept to help at home – and a bottom-up input to the design, implementation, and monitoring, of effective policies and approaches to deliver it. The CEF is not intended to be a permanent organisation – the hope is that over the next 3 years or so it will have given sufficient impetus to the approach for it to become self-sustaining.

The video that you’ve just seen gives you a more tangible impression of the sort of thing we hope that CEF can help to achieve – using the example of TENMET – the coalition in favour of primary education in Tanzania. It illustrates the result – at the local school level – of pressure leading to the abolition of fees for primary education – which has made a huge difference to the number of children enrolling for school. And it illustrates, for example, the way in which the parents and teachers in the school have been able to track the receipt of funds allocated in the Budget and ensure that they are being properly spent.  There are similar

examples in a number of the other targeted Commonwealth countries – so we’re not starting from scratch.

How then are we going about developing CEF’s catalytic role?  Well the real work is in the hands of a Management Committee, which brings together three

globally prominent NGO’s – Action Aid, Oxfam and Save the Children – which all have massive experience of promoting education, as part of their wider efforts to promote poverty reduction, and well-established links with partners on the ground in the developing countries of the Commonwealth. They are all, for example, individually actively involved with TENMET in Tanzania – working with some 200 other organisations. And bringing them together to work on the CEF is a novel and significant development in itself.

The Management Committee has identified 17 target countries with low incomes and limited resources provided for education. In Africa the countries are:

Cameroon, Gambia, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe – where of course there are particular difficulties. And in South Asia the countries are Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.

Last summer they brought together representatives from each of the 17 countries at a conference to explain what we are trying to achieve and discussed ways of achieving it.  They identified a national co-ordinator for each country – and requested that the co-ordinators should each produce, by the autumn, a national strategy which was to be submitted for review to the Management Committee. The Management Committee then modified and endorsed the national strategies and I will ask David Archer, who chairs the Management Committee, perhaps to explain the approach to the national strategies in more detail in a moment.  The Management Committee also organised over this period the promotional material – the video you’ve just seen, and the brochures you can collect on the way out – over this period.  In developing their approach the Management Committee kept in touch with me – as Chair of the Oversight Committee, and has so far twice reported to the Oversight Committee as a whole.

Our role, and you’ll find the list of members of the Oversight Committee in the brochure, is really threefold:

1. to provide general guidance and advice to the Management Committee;

2. to use our influence with the authorities here and in the target countries,    explaining what it is that CEF is seeking to do; and

3. to help engage the business sector in particular in using their influence with authorities in the target countries in working on the ground in the target countries – with the national CEF co-ordinators – to support their local initiatives and to contribute to the financing of the CEF.


I attach great importance to this last point – engaging the business sector. There’s no doubt to my mind that there is increasing recognition within the business sector that they have a vested interest in promoting the long-term prosperity of the communities in which they operate. We see it here in the UK, where I’ve been hugely encouraged by the support we’ve received from all kinds of business for the Heart of the City Campaign.  But we see it, in some of the target countries, especially in the Indian sub-continent. 

And the interesting thing is that in both cases the business community has a particular interest in promoting education – through local initiatives which help to establish their public image, but which also have a very positive effect on staff motivation and morale. I think business has a hugely constructive role to play in this – helping to reach parts that governments perhaps cannot reach - and of course they are in it for the long term. We might come back to that in the discussion.]

Overall, my impression is that the CEF has been very well received in all this by the national authorities – and we’ve spoken to all the High Commissioners in London, the Finance Ministers, and the Central Bankers, when they were here last year – and the business community – though we’ve only recently started on the fund raising, targeting in the first instance British companies with operations in the 17 countries as well as the Asian business community here – in a difficult financial climate! But I think we’re making progress, and I was very encouraged by the outcome of the auction on Friday of low-numbered Bank  of England banknotes!

Perhaps I should say a word about the financing more generally. The Fund was launched with a £10 m grant from the Government. And the Government has committed matching funds raised from the private sector up to a further £10 mn, which would make the total amount of funding available for the duration of the CEF some £30 m. I should add that the Management  Committee has to account for the whole of its expenditure to DFID and it will also report on its progress towards implementing its strategies regularly to the Oversight Committee.

I think I should stop there. But perhaps I might ask David Archer, as Chair of the Management Committee if he would like to say a few words about the national strategies and how they are getting on with their implementation at this early stage and then we will take your comments and questions.
