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	This speech was delivered by Alfonso E. Lizarzaburu* in March 1990 to the participants in the Round Table Nº 20: The Role of NGOs on Literacy in the context of the World Conference on Education for All, Jomtien, Thailand, March 1990. 

Reading it today, 23 years after the World Conference on Education for All, could we say that any resemblance to reality is purely coincidental? 

Unfortunately, this is not the case. The second World report on adult learning and education, just published by the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL), seems to show us that “Men learn from history that men NEVER learn from history”. 

The challenge is in front of us. Will we have the lucidity, the courage and the political will to give us the means of our ambitions that is to build a world where “recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundations of freedom, justice and peace in the world?” (United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Preamble, 10 December 1948). 
*
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Allow me, before entering into the subject, to move from my position as moderator of this round table, to that of participant in my capacity as Co-President of UNESCO’s Collective Consultation of International Non-Governmental Organizations on Literacy and Adult Education. 

In order to situate the roles of NGOs in our field of interest –in other words literacy– at this round table, I believe that it would be fitting to start with an anecdote which illustrates very clearly one of the main functions of non-governmental organizations both in the so-called developed countries as in developing ones. Certainly, this role is not limited uniquely to literacy, but this is the theme which brings us together today. 

In 1979, the European Parliament decided to carry out an inquiry on the scale of illiteracy in the European countries. With this purpose in mind, it sent questionnaires to all Member State governments. Among the replies received, three countries declared that their compatriots were not affected by illiteracy. The countries which replied in these terms were France, the Federal Republic of Germany and Luxembourg. 

In 1984, five years after the inquiry of the European Parliament, a report was published in France, addressed to the Prime Minister, on the situation which in this particular country is called “illettrisme” (i.e., functional illiteracy). Putting aside questions of terminology or concepts, as well as the difficulties encountered by the authors of the report to measure the extent and depth of the phenomenon, an important part of the French population (and not only immigrants as was at first thought and contended) who had gone through the formal education system were “illetré” (i.e., functional illiterate). A study commissioned in 1988 by the “Groupe Permanent de lutte contre l’illettrisme” (an interministerial body responsible for policy and action in this field) concluded, with all due reservations, that “l’illettrisme sous l’une ou l’autre de ses formes touche ainsi un adulte sur cinq”. 

As regards Germany, a recent publication of the German Commission for UNESCO points out that only in 1980 could the problem no longer be ignored. At this time, a conference was held on Illiteracy among German-speaking Youth and Adults – A Challenge for Further Education and Research and the cover it got in the mass media caused the problem of illiteracy to be discussed publicly. For the first time estimates on the numbers of (functional) illiterates in the Federal Republic of Germany were made: they ranged from 300.000 to three million. It is interesting to point out that, for the first time in 1912, the category ‘literate’ was statistically registered.
 

To our knowledge, the only country whose government recognized prior to 1980 the existence of illiteracy and who decided to take action against it was England. This happened in July 1974. However what is interesting to emphasize here is precisely the role played by a small non-governmental organization called British Association of Settlements which was the first to alert and sensitize public opinion through the organization of a truly national campaign which was called A Right to Read: Action for a Literate Britain. 

The role played by this voluntary organization was fully recognized in the important report A Language for life (better known by the name Bullock Report), in the chapter on “Adult Illiteracy”, in the following terms: “Another expression of the growing concern is the interest aroused by the initiative of the ‘British Association of Settlements’, which has rightly pressed for adult literacy to be made an immediate objective for action”.
 

This reference to the role played by a non-governmental organization in pressing public opinion and the government to recognize the existence of the problem and assume their responsibilities is by no means unique. On reviewing literature on the subject, we have noticed that, practically without exception, this has nearly always been the case in developed countries. 

We can thus now appreciate clearly the sense of this anecdote: in the face of incredulity and reluctance on behalf of the public and governmental authorities, in the business world and in other sectors of civil society, non-governmental organizations have played (and still do play) a vital role, that is to say, to be “the voice of the voiceless”, the voice of those who have been forced to live in what Paulo Freire calls the “culture of silence”. 

Far from any paternalism, the NGOs involved in social action will without any doubt have to continue to be the voice of those who have been marginalized from the possibility of deciding on their own destiny not only because they are illiterate or functional illiterate but because their illiteracy is an expression of denial of their access to and use of social power so that they can become the actors and authors of their own individual destinies. 


At the same time, the NGOs have to prepare themselves at a specific moment stop being what they are today, or, to say it clearer, to simply disappear because what has given meaning to their very existence is that they help those who today have no voice to acquire one and through organized and lucid action on their part within their own societies, they help bring about the necessary social changes which can allow them to live with human dignity. 

Thus, the anecdote we have referred to highlights the limits of democratization of economic, social, cultural and political life in industrialized societies, where compulsory primary education has existed for more than a hundred years. This state of affairs is clearly expressed by the fact that functional illiteracy affects a significant percentage of the population (one-fifth, more or less, depending of course on the concept of “literacy” used and the tools used for measuring it). 

Nevertheless, we should not ignore that school has played and continues to play an essential role in meeting the literacy needs of industrialized countries. However, at the same time, it is important to be aware that school, as it is presently conceived and as it functions, is also a non-negligible aspect of the illiteracy problem. The school is divorced from the daily life and the culture of sectors of the population who see themselves condemned to school failure. Unless there are thorough changes in the social context and the school itself, the school will not be able to ensure what many believe it has already ensured: the universalization of literacy. 

A document published by the council of Ministers of Canada in 1988 points out that “adult illiteracy also has a high social cost. Illiterate Canadians tended to have low incomes; limited cultural participation; high and continuing unemployment levels; poor health; lower life expectancy; more disabilities, and greater restrictions on their activities than their literate peers; a relatively high incidence of incarceration; and limited opportunities for their children. To a great extent, they are marginalized and alienated from the mainstream of Canadian life”.
 And quotations from official documents of other countries will only confirm what is stated here. 

Consequently, advocacy is a fundamental role of NGOs. And this is true both for so-called ‘developed countries’ and for ‘developing’ ones, as we will have the occasion to see below. 

And here there is another important aspect which jeopardizes efficient action by NOGs: clarification as to the nature and the repercussions of illiteracy. Illiteracy is a complex, multidimensional social phenomenon, with deep historical and structural roots whose eradication cannot be seen as a simple problem of more schools (expansion of the existing educational system) or more literacy campaigns. Illiteracy is not the cause of poverty, marginalization, unemployment or under-employment, a lack of self-esteem, of criminality, etc. Nor is it per se the solution to these problems. However, what we can affirm from our collective experience at the grass-root level is that, although literacy is not the solution to the problems, it constitutes a necessary dimension to their solution, above all in societies where writing permeates social life. 
And this last aspect requires NGOs to play another important role: that of sensitizing public opinion and political and economic decision-makers about the nature, scope, forms and advantages of contributing to the literacy of the population. Epidemiological (illiteracy as an illness, a plague, a punishment, blindness, etc.) or ethnocentric focus (ignorance, cognitive inability, etc.) does not only distort the correct perception and assessment of the problem as well as the situation of those classified as “illiterate” or “functional illiterate” but also threatens the definition and implementation of appropriate policies and strategies for action in the fight for literacy as part of the effort of cultural development of society. 

What we have just mentioned is most clearly exemplified in the situation existing in countries designated today as ‘developing’. Unlike what has happened over the past 30 years in the so called ‘industrialized’ or ‘developed’ countries where was believed that illiteracy in its different forms had practically disappeared, illiteracy has always been associated with the so-called ‘under-developed’ countries, or since the 1970s, ‘developing countries’. 

Thus, illiteracy and low levels of schooling appear as being inherent to under-development. The relations between illiteracy and ignorance on the one hand and between illiteracy and under-development on the other hand were generally considered so closely related that it was even maintained that illiteracy was the cause of under-development. It took only one step to reach the conclusion that the eradication of illiteracy constitutes a necessary pre-requisite to achieving development. 

Consequently, the tasks imposed on under-developed countries were the eradication of illiteracy as early as possible and the achievement of universal primary education for children, thus eliminating illiteracy at the root. 

During the sixties and seventies, there was an educational boom in ‘developing countries’. Governments, parents, students, bilateral and multilateral aid agencies, etc. allocated large amounts of human, financial, technical resources to education which was the depository of expectations of occupational and social mobility and a factor for reducing inequalities and socioeconomic and political tensions both at the national and international levels. 

In 1990, thirty years after the unprecedented efforts in the education field at the international level, the results are, without any doubt, impressive both when compared with the starting points of the respective countries and regions and with the time taken by developed countries to achieve similar results. 

Nonetheless, if compared with the objectives and goals which were formulated as well as with what remains to be done in the present crisis conditions, debt burden and the application of adjustment and stabilization policies, the results are rather disturbing. Ten years before the end of the XX Century, illiteracy affects 1 billion men and women throughout the world (many more women than men and even more women in marginal sectors in urban zones and above all in rural areas). This figure would be even higher if functional illiteracy were to be taken into consideration. 

According to recent UNESCO estimations, 98% of the planet’s illiterate population is concentrated in “developing countries”. In the majority of these countries, universal primary education –without ignoring the different levels of achievement between regions and countries– is still far from being a reality. And where the goal has been reached, the quality, relevance, efficiency and equity leave much to be desired. Furthermore, it is estimated that the number of children who do not attend school is above 120 million and that it is more probable that they will swell the ranks of illiterate adults. The trends, although they differ by region and by country, are not very promising. 

This situation does nothing but confirm the justified questioning of calling these countries ‘developing countries’ as was done in the document prepared by the Inter-Agency Commission for this World Conference on Education for All when it affirms that this is nothing but a “misnomer for the majority of the poorest nations” given the fact that “the economic gap between the advantaged and disadvantaged nations widened not simply because the poorer countries were growing at a slower rate but because some were not growing at all in per capita terms and other economies were actually contracting. The joint effects of economic stagnation and continued high population growth made the already severe situation of these nations even worse”.
 


A glance at the more significant indicators will allow us to see why the 1980s is considered by developing countries as a “lost decade”. The external debt which burdens these countries as well as stabilization and structural readjustment policies which are transforming the “crisis” into a permanent state of affairs, threatens what has already been achieved and constitutes veritable social time bombs which threaten peace and security not only in developing countries but in the whole planet. If we as NGOs have to say something from our experience of sharing the daily life of marginal populations in the world, it is that peace and security cannot be built on injustice. 

From their experience in developing countries, NGOs can and must play another important role: to break with ethnocentric focus which has tried to impose on developing countries the models of developed or industrialized countries. Neither sporadic literacy campaigns –often lacking the necessary follow-up because of the lack of development of proper adult education– nor the simple expansion of the school system as it exists will allow us to face the challenge of development, and therefore that of literacy for the populations who really need it. 

The creation of the Collective Consultation of International Non-Governmental Organizations on Literacy and Adult Education by UNESCO in 1984 responds precisely to the discovery made by many NGOs that, despite the variety of their fields of interest and their historical origins, the efficacy and scope of their action depends on carrying out adequate literacy work and that literacy takes on its full meaning and possibilities of realization as part of an integral process of adult education. 

For this reason, the Collective Consultation is conceived as a space: (i) to facilitate the exchange of views and experiences on adult literacy and adult education, in order (ii) to improve the efficacy and efficiency of their action, and (iii) to promote and develop co-operation and joint actions, as well as (iv) to offer comments or make recommendations to the Director-General of UNESCO about the policy, programme and financing of the Organization in the field of literacy and adult education. The Collective Consultation is an action-oriented body and co-operation among international NGOs does not preclude co-operation with other national and local grass-root organizations often closer to the needs and problems of the population. 

The diversity of the origins, experiences, focus, etc. constitutes the Collective Consultation’s capital in the same way as the possibility of exchanging and reflecting on experiences may result in concrete educational practices which are both innovative and creative, and are capable of responding to the needs of the local populations. 

In this sense, and before giving the floor to my colleague and Co-President who will deal with the presentation of joint projects which have been discussed and approved by the last Collective Consultation at a meeting in Quito (Ecuador) in December 1989, I wish to say that one of the main conclusions of our work of reflection which is of capital importance in formulating policies and strategies in our field of competence is that universal primary education is not a guarantee for universal literacy –as the experience of developed countries has shown– and that in order to face adequately the challenge of universalization of literacy, we have to work with an approach that is, simultaneously, more effective and more just, an approach that can be typified as intergenerational, i.e. a double-track approach which works with adults and children. From this perspective and depending on the very specific contexts of our action, we have to test creative strategies and modalities of action, in co-operation with community organizations and governmental bodies. 
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