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Welcome Letter 
 

Hi everyone! My name is Henry Dong, and I’m going to be your head chair this 

year for UNESCO; I’m really excited to meet you all! I just wanted to take a quick 

moment to introduce myself. I’m originally from Orange County, and I’m currently a 

third year here at UC Berkeley, studying Cognitive Science and Molecular and Cell 

Biology. My interests include healthcare and global health, research and technology, 

and education. Outside of BMUN, I teach science to elementary school kids, am 

involved in a premedical fraternity, tutor organic chemistry with the Berkeley Student 

Learning Center, and do research for a computational neuroscience lab and a 

genomics lab. I also love to swim, rock climb, play basketball, cook, and peruse memes 

on Twitter in my free time.  Please read below to learn a little bit about your vice chairs: 

 Annalise Fox is so excited to be one of your vice chairs for BMUN 66! She is 

currently a freshman at Berkeley majoring in Global Peace and Conflict with a 

concentration on the Middle East. She grew up in Southern California, a few miles from 

the beach. Outside of school, she loves reading, hiking, going to the movies, and 

watching ice hockey. In addition to BMUN, she is involved in campus in the club Bears 

for Elder Welfare, which focuses on volunteering with senior citizens in the area, and 

Spectrum, which works to improve awareness to those who are mentally disabled. She 

did MUN all throughout high school, even attending BMUN last year as a delegate. 
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She absolutely loves the different insight and perspective which MUN can give you on 

such interesting issues and is excited to meet you! 

Octavio is a 4th year economics major at UC Berkeley. He has been involved in 

BMUN for four years, where he was previously a vice-chair for SOCHUM during BMUN 

LXIII, LXIV, and for ECOSOC during BMUN LXV. Octavio enjoys learning about 

international relations and economic policy and is particularly interested in issues 

affecting the US and Mexico. Octavio was born in Mexico but has lived in the Fresno, 

California since he moved to the US. He enjoys hiking, listening to music, traveling, and 

reading. He also enjoys learning about other cultures and is currently learning French. 

Habiiba is a second year Economics major at UC Berkeley.  Before coming to 

Berkeley, she lived in Kampala, Uganda.  Outside of academics, she enjoys cooking.  

She can’t wait to meet you all! 

I loved MUN in high school, and I’m sure you’re going to love this conference!  Best 

of luck with your research.   

 

Henry Dong 
 

Head Chair, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

Berkeley Model United Nations, Sixty-Sixth Session  
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Topic 1: FOOD SECURITY AND AGRICULTURAL SUSTAINABILITY 

 

Topic Background 

 

           Throughout history, in the present, and projecting into the future, feeding the 

world has and will continue to be one of the greatest challenges that humanity faces. 

Today, approximately 1 in 9 people across the world, or almost 800 million, are 

undernourished, and the majority of the hungry live in still-developing countries, most 

prominently in Southeast Asia and Africa (“Goal 2: Hunger and Food Security”). 3.1 

million children under 5 die every year as a result of poor nutrition, and globally, 1 in 4 

children suffer from stunted growth, a rate which is disproportionally higher in 

developing countries (“Goal 2: Hunger and Food Security”). 

           As the world population continues to grow and is projected to increase to 9 

billion in the near future, we begin to enter an era characterized by significant food 

insecurity for future generations (“Food Security and Health”). As a result, significant 

effort must be dedicated to increasing agricultural production and improving food 

distribution and the global supply chain, while simultaneously considering agricultural 

sustainability implications, in order to ensure that all who are hungry – both now and in 
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the future – have access to nutritious food (“Food Security and Nutrition and 

Sustainable Agriculture”). 

Three primary global concerns still exist: 1) approximately 1.2 billion people live 

in abject poverty and do not receive enough to eat; 2) expected increases in 

agricultural demand associated with urbanization, population growth, and rising per 

capita incomes will require continued increases in agricultural production, although 

evidence exists that yield growth is slowing in important agricultural regions, with 

limited prospects for expansion into better areas; and 3) environmental problems 

associated with unsustainable agriculture could threaten agricultural productivity and 

loss of ecosystem services. 

The Past: Malthus Theory and the Green Revolution 
 
           In 1798, Thomas Robert Malthus published the Essay on the Principle of 

Population (“Population and Natural Resources Module: Conceptual Framework”). In it, 

he articulated his theory on population – that human population grows exponentially, 

while food production grows arithmetically, or linearly and uniformly. So despite the 

fact that food and resources would continue to increase, it would never increase at a 

rate that could support our rapidly growing population, thus predicting a future where 

the human race would no longer have any more resources on which to survive. The 

argument was later disproven by later events, but the concerns resurface every century. 
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           Revivals of Malthusian thought in the 20th century were quenched by the 

development of the Green Revolution in the 1950s (Trewavas 2002), where 

developments in both agricultural technology and biotechnology resulted in high yield 

crop varieties and increased cereal yield threefold over the past half century, allowing 

the human population to reach 6 billion and saving billions from potential starvation 

(Briney 2017; Trewavas 2002). The Green Revolution and introduction of plant 

biotechnology, improved irrigation, and development of better pesticides and 

fertilizers in the latter half of the 20th century allowed for a significant increase in crop 

production – up to 150% – while the amount of cultured land increased by only 13%. 

On a technical level, market trends also provide proof that food became more 

available during the progression of the 20th century; prices of cereals were 75% lower 

in the 1980s than in the 1950s, and because of yield growth, food supplies increased 

faster than food demand (Southgate 2009). Increased yield and cropping intensity will 

continue to be the main driver behind growth in food production (Bruinsma 2003; 

Hazell and Wood 2008). 

The Present: Food Security and Population Growth 
 
           Despite the Green Revolution’s success in the 20th century, modern concerns 

over food insecurity are still reflected in the 800 million undernourished across the 

world today, and the rapidly increasing global population only exacerbates these 



6 BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 
 

challenges. During the latter half of the 20th century, population numbers grew at an 

unprecedented rate – the global population doubled during the last 45 years, and with 

the present growth rate of 1.3%, our population is projected to increase another 3 

billion approximately over the next half century (Pimentel & Wilson 2004). This is 

especially concerning given that the highest population growth rates, up to 4%, are 

located in still-developing regions in Africa, the Middle East, and parts of Asia – as 

demonstrated by the 2004 Environmental Vulnerability Index – which coincide with 

regions that sustain the highest poverty and hunger rates, and additionally, the worst 

impacts of climate change. For example, with the projected population growth in 

Africa, Africa is expected to double from one to two billion people by mid-21st century 

(Beddington 2009),  but at the same time, Africa as a continent has not been able to 

increase its agricultural production – due to a lack of technological revolution – to keep 

pace with population growth, leading to periods of decline or stagnation in its food 

and total agricultural outputs per capita (Hazell and Wood 2008). 
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Figure 1: Rate of population change by country 

            

This creates serious implications for food security. Recent research (Hazell and 

Woods, 2008) suggests more food is produced than needed to feed the entire world 

population, but the fundamental problem lies in income distribution. Food security 

depends more on socioeconomic conditions than on agroclimatic ones, and on access 

to food rather than the production or physical availability of food (Smith, El Obeid and 

Jensen, 2000). University of Puget Sound professor Emelie Peine remarks that “We 
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don't have food shortage problem - what we have is a distribution problem and an 

income problem” (Koba 2013). In this sense, it is important to understand how food 

insecurity correlates with economic stagnation and lack of social protection programs 

to bolster faltering regions. Economic growth alleviates poverty and reduces hunger by 

increasing employment and average incomes as well as making the nation of interest 

more infrastructurally resilient. The problem, however, is that high population growth 

rates in areas that lack economic growth exacerbate the continual issue of food 

distribution that is resultant of poverty. Increasing the regional population of area 

already characterized by hunger only increases the population of the hungry.  

In an era of unprecedented scientific progress and economic development, the 

continued presence of food insecurity and malnutrition speaks to the failure of our 

societies to respond adequately to growing concerns. 

The Future: Climate Change and Agricultural Sustainability 
 
           Climate change entails many significant implications and consequences, but it is 

primarily characterized by a rising global temperature – which impacts water, food, and 

ecosystems in all regions (Beddington 2009), and extreme weather events becoming 

more severe and more frequent. Worst of all, Sub-Saharan Africa will experience the 

hardest hit, and may lose up to 9% of its arable, agricultural land by 2080, which leaves 

the region with few options, as it is also the least able to adapt (Beddington 2009; 
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Fischer et al 2002). The amount of arid land is expected to increase 5-8%, which carries 

a surmountable danger to the already drought-prone continent which is characterized 

by high population growth rates and hunger. Even in temperate regions, changing 

temperature and rainfall patterns, in addition to the rising sea levels and increased 

likelihood of catastrophic weather events, such as flooding disrupts normal agricultural 

productivity and creates ramifications for future sustainability (Beddington 2009; 

Fedoroff et al 2010, “Food Security and Health: Policy Brief”) 

           Fears also exist over the sustainability of our agricultural methods. Around 1600 

million hectares of land are currently used for crops, and it is inevitable that demand for 

land will progressively increase (Beddington 2009). Every year, approximately 13 

million hectares of forest are degraded in developing countries, and 20 million 

hectares of usable land are lost through soil erosion and salinization (Hazell and Wood 

2008; Pimentel and Wilson 2004). Because of this loss of arable land, food production 

has not been able to keep up with population growth, and the depletion of land, water 

and resources is reflected in the decline of per-capita production of grain for the last 20 

years (Pimentel and Wilson 2004). It is important to keep in mind the natural 

environment itself as a competitor for land; sustainable agriculture and safeguarding 

ecosystems go hand in hand. High cropping intensity and breeding of specific crops as 

a result of the Green Revolution has also reduced agricultural and natural biodiversity; 

these losses and climate change could also impose ecosystem concerns, and 
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combined with aforementioned environmental concerns, could threaten future levels of 

agricultural productivity. 

 Within this topic, technology and scientific advancement may be vital to ending 

food insecurity, both now and in the future. It’s important to recognize the recent 

changing paradigm over the last century, where science is changing the landscape of 

how we address food shortages. Avenues to explore include: how scientific progress in 

agrobiotechnology, genetic engineering, and cropping practices will reshape the way 

food is produced; the effect of agriculture on natural ecosystems, biodiversity, and 

agricultural sustainability; and understanding ways to mitigate the effects of climate 

change on the natural environment, which ultimately affects the amount of arable land.  
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Past UN/Relevant Organization and 
International Action and Response 

 

           To address the continual challenge of food security, the United Nations has 

created special organizations and implemented programs that date back to the mid-

20th century when the UN was first founded. In 1945, the UN established the Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO), which has since become an instrumental agency in the 

challenge to fight hunger, food insecurity, and unsustainable agricultural practices 

(“Food Security and Nutrition - A Global Issue”). As the only global intergovernmental 

organization with a broad mandate in governing the world’s food and agricultural 

system, it has played a central role in all issues concerning global food and agriculture, 

and has additionally overseen the establishment of the World Food Programme (WFP), 

which was established in 1961 with the support of the UN General Assembly Resolution 

A/RES/1714(XVI) (“Food Security and Nutrition – A Global Issue”). The WFP is currently 

one of the leading humanitarian organizations in fighting hunger worldwide by 

targeting two different areas: delivering food assistance in emergencies and working 

with communities to improve food security, resilience, and infrastructure. 

           In 1994, the FAO launched their flagship initiative, the Special Programme for 

Food Security (SPFS), which supports low-income food deficit countries (LIFDCs) in 

their efforts to improve food production through economically and agriculturally 
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sustainable methods and improve people’s access to food (“Special Programme for 

Food Security”;  “About FAO’s Special Programme for Food Security”). These LIFDCs 

are home to the vast majority of the 800 million undernourished, and the SPFS 

emphasizes meeting people’s needs directly – which can come in the form of creating 

rural employment, increasing social equity, and raising farmers’ incomes. The SPFS has 

since been scaled up into the National Programme for Food Security (NPFS); these 

programmes now cover over 100 developing countries through a multidisciplinary 

approach that focuses on meeting the needs of people directly (“About FAO’s Special 

Programme for Food Security”). 

           Two years later, world leaders again convened for the World Food Summit, from 

November 13-17 in 1996. As a follow up to the 1976 World Food Conference and a 

response to the continued existence of widespread undernutrition and the fear of 

current agricultural capacity to meet future food needs, the World Food Summit in 

Rome comprised representatives from 185 countries and eventually produced the 

Rome Declaration on World Food Security and the World Food Summit Plan of Action, 

which were adopted by 112 Heads of State and Government and over 70 other high-

level representatives (“World Food Summit”). Together, the two documents lay the 

basis of achieving sustainable food security for all, as well as the objectives and actions 

required to implement the seven primary commitments.   
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International Goals 
 
           Other notable efforts by the United Nations to address this multilateral 

challenge are the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), which both include targets to achieve by 2015 and 2030 

regarding the current state of food security and agricultural sustainability. In September 

2000, at the Millennium Summit, world leaders gathered to adopt the UN Millennium 

Declaration, committing their individual nations’ efforts to form a cohesive, 

intergovernmental and global partnership and address today’s most prominent, most 

challenging issues (“About the MDGs”). The first of these goals was to eradicate 

extreme hunger and poverty, which are frequently tied together. The effects of UN 

efforts and the MDGs have not gone unnoticed. Globally, the number of people living 

in extreme poverty has declined by more than half, decreasing from almost two billion 

in 1990 to just under 900 million today (“Millennium Development Goals Report 

2015”), while the number of undernourished people in developing countries has been 

reduced from 23.3% in 1990 to  12.9% today. 

           To follow up, the General Assembly adopted Resolution A/RES/70/1 on 

September 25, 2015 – better known as the Sustainable Development Goals. The 

resolution outlines a post-2015 development agenda, creating a plan of action for 

“people, planet, and prosperity.” Its 17 SDGs and 169 targets seek to build on the 

MDGs – to further the efforts started nearly 20 years ago and to realize and complete 
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what they did not. Goal 2 of the SDGs seeks to “end hunger, achieve food security and 

improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture” by 2020 and 2030. (“Food 

Security and Nutrition and Sustainable Agriculture”). As stated from the resolution, 

specific targets include: ending hunger by ensuring access to nutritious food year-

round; ending malnutrition and stunting in children by addressing specific nutritional 

needs; doubling agricultural productivity and incomes of farmers and food producers; 

providing sustainable food production systems and implementing agricultural practices 

to increase productivity while maintaining ecosystems; maintaining genetic diversity 

and biodiversity in plants and animals; increasing investment in rural infrastructure and 

agricultural research/technology; and preventing trade restrictions in global agricultural 

markets. 

           At the 2012 Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20), world leaders 

and UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon launched the Zero  Hunger Challenge, which 

has gained widespread support from member states and NGO’s. It proposes an 

international approach to ending hunger and specifically calls for zero stunted children 

under age 2, 100% access to adequate food year rood, sustainable food systems, 

100% increase in smallholder productivity and income, and zero food waste (“Food 

Security and Nutrition and Sustainable Agriculture”). 
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Sub-Saharan Africa 
 
           Sub-Saharan African remains a primary target of UN efforts, as it has not been 

able to progress as far as many other communities and regions due to a plethora of 

other interconnected challenges. More than $770 million from national governments 

and donors have been pledged to support FAO initiatives and programmes, including 

those covered in the NPFS, and almost half have been located in sub-Saharan Africa 

alone, where the concentration of malnutrition was approximately 1/3 at the turn of the 

millennium (“Food Security and the Challenge of the MDGs: The Road Ahead”). Two 

significant factors are especially concerning for the future regarding this region: 

population growth rate remains one of the highest per capita, and the area – which is 

already dry – is especially vulnerable to climate change. To combat these growing 

changes and challenges, the United Nations launched a new international 

development initiative, the MDG Africa Steering Group, led by the FAO (“Food 

Security and the Challenge of the MDGs: The Road Ahead”) to assist with the local 

efforts and put the continent back on track in pace with other regions towards 

achieving the MDGs. 

           A good place to move forward, beginning in this new century, lies in scientific 

advancement and infrastructural improvements, especially in sub-Saharan Africa. 

Although the United Nations has taken initiative in these regards, further progress in 

these two fields may be key towards solving both our issues today and in the future. 
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Additional Information 

 

Case Study: The Green Revolution 
 

The Green Revolution was the technological response to a world-wide food 

shortage which became threatening post-World War II (Fitzgerald-Moore and Parai 

1996). It began through a series of initiatives in the 1940s, led by Norman Borlaug, an 

American scientist interested in agriculture who later received the Nobel Peace Prize 

for his efforts (Briney 2017). Borlaug first began his efforts in Mexico by developing 

new disease-resistant high-yielding varieties (HYVs) of wheat, and by combining these 

new crop varieties with new mechanized agricultural techniques, the country doubled 

its wheat supply and exports (Briney 2017). The success of the initiatives in Mexico 

spurred the spread of technology during the next two decades, leading to the United 

States becoming self-sufficient and India saving millions of lives, as it was on the brink 

of famine in the 1960s because of its rapidly growing population. The revolution 

transformed farming practice in many regions where the primary food crops were 

wheat, rice, and maize (Fitzgerald-Moore and Parai 1996). 

  Eventually traditional varieties of rice and wheat were replaced by HYV’s, which 

resulted in a dramatic, worldwide effect on cereal production throughout the 20th 

century. World wheat production increased from 308 million tons in 1966 to 541 million 
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tons in 1990, and similarly, world rice production increased from 257 million tons to 

520 million tons during the same time period, despite only increasing harvesting area 

by 17% (Davies 2003). This increase in per capita availability of cereals and grains 

decreased the overall prices (Southgate 2009), which in turn helped alleviate poverty 

and saved an estimated 1 billion people from starvation 

However, the Green Revolution has not gone without its criticisms, and some 

argue even that it has done more harm than good.  For the purposes of this case study, 

we will only discuss two of the major concerns: ecological and socioeconomic 

consequences. Because the Green Revolution relied on only a few high-yielding 

varieties of each crop, traditional sustainable methods to agriculture were replaced by 

monocropping, industrial agriculture, reducing crop genetic diversity on a massive 

scale. The HYVs of the rice, wheat, and maize seeds had a narrow genetic base, and 

the industrial agricultural practices resulted in mass production of only one type of 

seed, thereby uprooting and displacing thousands of local, indigenous species. 

Excessive use of pesticides has also caused severe environmental damage by polluting 

waterways and killing beneficial insects, and poor irrigation practices have led to salt 

build-up and abandonment of farming land (“Green Revolution: Curse or Blessing?”). 

For farmers,  increased mechanization on large farms as a result of the Green 

Revolution reduced employment from the rural labor force (Pingali 2012), and for small 

farmers, increased production resulted in lower prices that the farmers  may not have 
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been able to match,  and some of these farmers went into debt. The technology of the 

Green Revolution was more appropriate for large commercial farmers than for small-

resource ones (Harwood 2013), and ultimately, many small farmers conceded their land 

to larger farmers. 

           Furthermore, despite the Green Revolution’s success in the developing world, 

the technology and improvements seen everywhere else did not translate well to Sub-

Saharan Africa, which remains a primary focus of current international efforts for food 

security. Reports from major development agencies – including the World Bank, the 

FAO, and the International Fund for Agricultural Development – suggest that one of 

the keys to alleviating rural poverty in this area is providing technical assistance and a 

framework that is better-suited to the needs of small farmers, which was not 

accomplished with the Green Revolution (Harwood 2013).  Looking to the future, some 

already believe that a new Green Revolution is taking place. Within the next 20-30 

years, the global population is projected to increase by one-third, requiring a 70% 

increase in food production (Pingali 2012). The new Green Revolution must therefore 

increase productivity for major staples, but additionally, must also now focus on 

improving tolerance to climatic stress and be able to adapt to drought and climate 

change, which previously was one of the factors limiting production in the 20th century. 

Some challenges remain the same – the persistence of hunger and poverty in low-

income countries, particularly localized in Sub-Saharan Africa – but now, new 
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challenges are also arising – lesson from the Green Revolution may  be critical in how 

we adapt to meet the demands of rising incomes, rapid urbanization, increasing 

populations, and climate change. 

Case Study: Drought in Somalia 
 

Drought affects different parts of the world every year, but it has deadly 

consequences in areas that are afflicted by poverty and ill-equipped to combat famine. 

In developing countries, drought can turn into famine for a number of reasons, 

including political and economic instability, and inadequate access to food and clean 

water. The United Nations has limited power when it comes to resolving issues that 

arise from famine: declaration of famine by the UN serves only to bring awareness to 

the situation, but does not bind the UN nor any other nation to act or provide famine-

relief. For reference, the criteria used by the UN to declare famine in a particular region 

are: 

●  “at least 20% of households in an area face extreme food shortages with a 

limited ability to cope. 

● acute malnutrition rates exceed 30%. 

● the death rate exceeds two persons per day, per 10,000 persons” (“Why are 

there still famines?”) 
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The countries that have most recently faced famine are South Sudan in 2017 and 

2008 (as part of Sudan), and Somalia in 2011. Most recently, the UN has identified 

Somalia as a country with extreme risk of famine due to the country’s own internal 

turmoil and conflict and a two-year long drought which was especially exacerbated by 

El Niño. 

           In 2011, approximately 130,000 young children died (“UNICEF Press Release”), 

many of them as a result of diseases such as diarrhea and measles, as malnutrition and 

hunger weakened their abilities to fight these diseases. But now, just six years later, 

Somalia is again preparing itself for another potentially catastrophic famine. As a result 

of the ongoing drought - which has translated into famine and severe food insecurity 

issues - over 35,000 Somali children suffered from severe acute malnutrition in the first 

two months of 2017, according to a press release by UNICEF, and there were 18,400 

cases of cholera by the end of March (“UNICEF Press Release”). By the end of 2017, a 

projected 944,000 children would be considered “acutely malnourished,” a number 

that could still increase if drought conditions persist.  

           A report by Jason Burke of the Guardian, describes the situation in which Somali 

families are living, with some surviving on “a few handfuls of sorghum and a few liters 

of filthy water” (Burke 2017). It is not uncommon for children to become ill one 

morning and be dead by the end of the night. These cases are being seen across 

Somalia at an alarming, increased frequency. 
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           Furthermore, the situation in Somalia is worsened by the political instability of 

the region. As Burke points out, many of the areas that are most affected by this crisis 

are controlled by the al-Qaeda-linked group al-Shabaab. This group has recently 

targeted convoys of aid workers with roadside bombs and has banned international 

humanitarian organizations in the past (“UNICEF Press Release”). The presence of this 

extremist group, in addition to its prolonged conflict with the Somali government, 

makes it even harder for humanitarian agencies to help alleviate hunger in the region. 

This in turn is leading to separate refugee crisis that could potentially worsen the 

famine, as thousands of people are fleeing areas controlled by al-Shabaab, resulting in 

massive displacement around the country. An “unplanned camp” created at the edge 

of the city of Baidoa illustrates the severity and immediate relevance of the crisis. 

According to Burke, “seven thousand people now live in small domed shelters of wood 

and cloth on a single small clearing among thorn bushes on the edge of Baidoa” 

(Burke 2017). According to reports, at least 500,000 Somalis have left their homes and 

a million are expected to do the same by the end of 2017 (Burke 2017). 

           The drought afflicting Somalia for the past two years has left it in the middle of 

an acute food-shortage as crops and livestock cannot survive in such conditions. 

Combined with the political conflict ravaging the region, the drought has led to 

thousands of malnourished children and thousands of deaths by diseases related to the 

lack of access to food and clean water. Should the drought continue, the famine in 
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Somalia may potentially be even worse than the one in 2011 (“UNICEF Press Release”), 

in which 250,000 people died (Burke 2017). Aid organizations are working hard to 

prevent a humanitarian catastrophe in Somalia, distributing cash and food, and 

providing clean water and medical attention to those who were displaced and are 

living in camps. However, as top UN official Michael Keating points out, the needs are 

outpacing the international community’s ability to respond (Burke 2017).  

Keating grimly notes that no matter what, Somalia will have to face one of two 

crises. If it rains, contaminated water and diseases related to “insanitary conditions” 

create immediate health and sanitation concerns (Burke 2017). But if it doesn’t rain, 

Somalia could face a famine far worse and even more widespread than the one in 

2011.  
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Questions to Consider 

1. What are the advantages and disadvantages for private-sector investment in the 

agricultural sector and agricultural research? What about public-sector 

investment? What does your country think is the appropriate response? 

2. What are the effects of climate change on agricultural sustainability and natural 

resource conservation? How will this impact food security for the future, and 

how do we account for this now? 

3. How might food security and agricultural sustainability vary across regions? 

What do you think are some of the land use and ecosystem service challenges 

facing different societies around the world? How might different cultures require 

different things? 

4. Agricultural production arguably isn’t food security’s greatest issue right now, 

since distribution problems currently are, but it might be soon. How can we 

overcome poverty and distribution issues now, and what do you think will be the 

toughest challenge in the future? 
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Topic 2: OVERCOMING BARRIERS TO EDUCATION 
 

Topic Background 

 

Education is a basic and universal human right. It is critical for the development 

of future generations of children, communities, and countries worldwide by elevating 

and empowering people, breaking intergenerational chains of poverty, and spurring 

economic growth and piece. A quality primary and secondary education therefore 

provides the foundational framework to improve people’s lives and serves as a basis for 

future sustainable development and progress. In the last few decades, and since the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), significant progress has been made towards 

increasing education at all levels and enrollment rates in both primary and secondary 

schools; basic literacy rates in both children and adults have increased (“United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goal 4”). A United Nations report in 2015 (“Millennium 

Development Goals Report 2015”) following the conclusion of the MDGs demonstrates 

that primary school enrollment rate has reached 91% in 2015, up from  83% at the turn 

of the millennium, with Sub-Saharan Africa showing the most improvement in primary 

education by any region, achieving a 20 percentage point increase in the last 15 years. 
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           These figures, while promising, also still reveal gaps and areas for improvement, 

and bolder strides must be undertaken to achieve universal education goals and 

targets. 57 million children still remain out of school, and though this is an 

improvement from the 100 million in 2000, other sources from the UN estimate it to be 

much higher, and regardless, it is a number than cannot be ignored (“United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goal 4”). 103 million youth still lack basic literacy, of which 

more than 60% are girls and women, and more than half of non-enrolled children live 

in Sub-Saharan Africa, which still requires significant work for sustainable progress. An 

estimated 50% of out-of-school children live in conflict-afflicted areas, creating a 

uniquely complicated situation to address educational needs (“United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goal 4”). 

           These numbers shed light on the current challenges that still exist today 

regarding universal primary education and education at all levels. This committee will 

break down the barriers into three broad, encompassing categories: 1) social barriers – 

particularly educational differences by gender and discrimination against children with 

disabilities; 2) physical barriers – including unsafe or incompatible environments, 

accessibility, and lack of funding and resources; and 3) barriers as a result of conflict 

and instability, which is often localized and unique by region. 
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Social Barriers 
 
           According to UNESCO Bangkok, “the greatest barriers to inclusion are caused 

by society” (“Barriers to Inclusive Education”). Negative attitudes towards differences 

result in serious social barriers towards inclusive education through social 

discrimination, racial and gender biases, disregard for disabled children, and traditional 

prejudices. Social and discriminatory barriers of these forms stem from the belief that 

educating certain demographics, and the disabled especially, is pointless, resulting in 

significant shortcomings in educational systems worldwide (“Barriers to Inclusive 

Education”).   

Gender Inequality 
 
           Globally, gender remains one of the most pervasive barriers towards inclusive 

and equal education. UNICEF has found many barriers that exist across community, 

school, and system level barriers where a gender dimension creates disparity between 

boys and girls (UNICEF). At the household and community level, a boy will almost 

always receive precedence over girls if a family can only send one to school; traditional 

division of labor disadvantages girls by requiring they work in the home; early marriage 

and patriarchal societies result in lower priority of female education (“Children's Right 

to Education”; UNICEF). At higher levels, including school, policy, and system levels, 

physical barriers detract females from educational opportunities more often than males 
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due to concerns over safety, sanitation, and distance of travel. Gender biases and 

stereotypes result in unequal education, and girls are disproportionately affected by 

lack of skills-based health education and are more vulnerable to HIV infection 

(UNICEF). Although the educational gap between gender has improved significantly in 

recent years, in many areas of the world, girls still lag behind in terms of access to 

education, completion education, and literacy rates, which are still 5% behind boys. 

Globally, girls still account for 53% of out-of-school children of primary school age 

(“Fixing the Broken Promise of Education for All”). In Sub-Saharan Africa, this challenge 

is especially prominent, as the region is home to over half of all out-of-state girls and 

has the lowest proportion of countries (13 out of 49) who have reached gender parity 

(“Fixing the Broken Promise of Education for All”). The 9 countries with the lowest 

female literacy rate (Niger, Mali, Burkina Faso, Chad, Benin, Sierra Leone, Guinea, 

Senegal, and Central African Republic) are all located in the area (“Children’s Right to 

Education”). 

Children with Disabilities 
 

Children with disabilities are among the most disadvantaged in terms of 

receiving an inclusive education, and the UN has reported them to be “invisible” in 

data (“Fixing the Broken Promise of Education for All”; UNESCO Bangkok 2009). These 

children are often denied an education simply because local educational systems aren’t 
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equipped to meet their basic needs or don’t have the capacity to adapt. Current data 

regarding this demographic is also inaccurate and approximate at best, because the 

definition of “disability” varies, and methods have not been consistent enough to 

report corroborated numbers. The 2006 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (CRPD) declared that any child with a disability still retains the same rights 

to proper education as any other child, though we find that this isn’t the case in 

practice. A 2004 Malawi study reveals that a child with a disability is twice as likely to 

never have attended school than a child without a disability (“Fixing the Broken 

Promise of Education for All”) . In modern times, many countries have improved 

universal primary education rates to higher percentages, though the data for children 

with disabilities remain staggeringly behind; for example, of the 2.9 million children 

between the ages of 6 and 14 with disabilities in India, 34% of them (990,000 

individuals) are out-of-school; the percentages are even higher with intellectual 

disabilities (48%) and multiple disabilities (59%) (“Fixing the Broken Promise of 

Education for All”), which raises concerns given that India has achieved almost 

universal primary education for students without disabilities. Primary barriers include 

inadaptable and inflexible curriculum, non-accessible classrooms/facilities to 

accommodate disabilities, lack of training and support for teachers to teach children 

with disabilities, as well as cultural and regional negative attitudes towards disabilities. 
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Physical Barriers 
 

“Physical barriers” is a term that can be used to encompass a broad scope of 

challenges. For the purposes of this topic and this committee, it will primarily cover 

unsafe environments, lack of resources and personnel, and poverty. 

           In many poorer communities, which often happen to be rural, learning centers 

and schools may be inaccessible because the buildings are run-down or poorly 

maintained (“Barriers to Inclusive Education”). This leads us to a commonplace barrier: 

physically getting to school, and learning in a physically safe and compatible 

environment. Children in rural areas often walk 2 to 3 hours just to get to school 

because of a lack of facilities nearby (“Children’s Right to Education”). At the global 

level, several countries are characterized by extreme poverty, instability, and both 

political and violent conflict, which results in the greatest distance to travel in order to 

reach universal primary education (“Fixing the Broken Promise of Education for All”). 

           A barrier in many countries, localized especially in Sub-Saharan Africa and South 

Asia, are infrastructural challenges: there simply are not enough classrooms, teachers, 

and resources to allow all children in the area to go to school (“Fixing the Broken 

Promise of Education for All”;  “Children’s Right to Education”). For example, in the 

Central African Republic and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, first grade 

classrooms average more than 80 students, exposing a massive shortage of qualified 

teachers and other resources including classroom supplies and textbooks. The effects 
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of these shortages are felt most strongly in rural areas and urban slums (“Fixing the 

Broken Promise of Education for All”;  “Children’s Right to Education”). Inadequate 

facilities are frequently characterized by overcrowded or dangerous learning spaces 

that lack proper sanitation and create serious health concerns. The world’s poorest 

countries need an additional 4 million classrooms in rural and densely urban areas in 

order to accommodate today’s out-of-school children; this will help cut class sizes 

reduce long travels by providing more schools, and will additionally help upgrade 

dilapidated classrooms in order to improve health concerns and prevent overcrowding 

(“Children’s Right to Education”). 

           Poverty remains one of the largest deterrents for universal primary education. 

Children from poorer families are less likely to receive opportunities for schooling, and 

furthermore, families are less likely to take advantage of the opportunities even when 

they are available. In fact, reports from West and Central Africa reveal survey responses 

from parents indicating that economic concerns and hardships remain the primary 

reason their children are unable to attend school (“Fixing the Broken Promise of 

Education for All). Poverty appears to be directly correlated with education 

participation – in Eastern and Southern Africa, children from the poorest families in 

Kenya and Malawi are six times more likely to be out-of-school than children from the 

richest families, a correlation which has also been demonstrated in East Asia and the 

Pacific (Hattori 2014). Moreover, poverty also is associated with other methods of 
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exclusion, where the poorest children receive the poorest quality of education, 

characterized by overcrowded classrooms, insufficient books and resources, and lack of 

teachers. Situations of extreme poverty, emergency, and conflict by region – as 

opposed to family – may also result in local schools with more detrimental 

environments (“A Human Rights Based Approach to Education for All”). 

Conflict and Instability 
 
           Perhaps one of the greatest barriers to education for all is conflict, which 

accounts for over half of the world’s out-of-school children –  despite only including 

20% of children of primary school age – and the percentage has been rising, up from 

42% in 2008 (Justino 2014; “Fixing the Broken Promise of Education for All”). Sub-

Saharan Africa has the most out-of-school children in conflict-afflicted regions – at 12.6 

million – while South and West Asia has 5.3 million, and the Arab states have 4 million 

(“Fixing the Broken Promise of Education for All”). Few challenges are more 

devastating towards educational ambitions than armed conflict, both directly – 

possibility of students’ death, direct targeting of schools and teachers, and families 

fleeing and abandoning the country – and indirectly -  erosion of educational resources 

and the impact on child development as a result of losing years of schooling at a time. 

           Other than armed conflict, other challenges exist in countries plagued by 

violence, gangs, human and drug trafficking, disease, and organized crime. Many 
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countries in Latin America experience a homicide rate of 90 deaths per 100,000 people 

– a rate three times higher than even Afghanistan and Iraq, which have ongoing armed 

conflicts (“Fixing the Broken Promise of Education for All”). 

These kinds of conflict and instability have far reaching consequences. Children 

in these regions are three times more likely to be out of school compared to other 

developing countries and are more likely to drop out (65% reach the final grade in 

primary school compared to 85% otherwise (Justino 2014). Children who miss school 

for periods of time as a result of conflict tend to not return, and as a result, the 

countries in which they reside often have the lowest literacy and enrollment rates in the 

world. From a human rights standpoint, this loss of education also generates concerns 

over deprivation of ‘normalcy’ – children are more likely to be sexually exploited, 

attacked, or recruited into armed groups as child soldiers, which diminishes future 

prospects in their later lives. 

Barriers as a result of conflict are unique in that they are especially hard to 

address, and this is reflected in the lack of progress in addressing these challenges, 

especially given the fact that education rates in other developing nations without 

conflict are so much higher. Furthermore, UNICEF has noted that the failure to address 

these issues in an impactful way is short-sighted, given the importance of education in 

preventing future and further conflict. 



BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 37 
 

These sort of barriers can be divided into two major groups: supply-side barriers 

and demand-side barriers (Justino 2014; “Fixing the Broken Promise of Education for 

All”). Violent conflicts have severe adverse effects on the supply of education in three 

particularly important ways: First, armed fighting results in destruction of infrastructure 

and the resources required to support an educational system. Schools may be force to 

turn into shelters, and teachers have few incentives to work in an area derailed by 

conflict.  Second, violence results in displace of families as the abandon and flee their 

communities, depriving children of proper circumstances for education. Half of today’s 

more than 50 million refugees are believed to be children (“Fixing the Broken Promise 

of Education for All”). The uprooting of communities disrupts education, as local 

schools may become inaccessible to refugees, and schooling in camps are often 

overcrowded and disorganized. Third, conflict can lead to distributional effects along 

ethnic, gender, economic, geographic, or religious dimensions that shape educational 

inequalities, ultimately restricting or preventing individuals, groups, or demographics 

from reaching accessible education (Justino 2014). 

On the demand-side, violent conflict may also result in reduction in education 

demands, because of a lack of incentive stemming from poverty, health concerns, low 

returns to education, and lingering fear of insecurity (Justino 2014). Conflict-torn 

regions often experience severe economic downturn as a result of the violence, which 

results in destitute poverty for many families, who may have to pull their children from 
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school to replace lost household labor and assist with household burdens. Additionally, 

poor health and family deaths may result in restraints on access to education. For 

example, in Kenya, Evans and Miguel (2004) have found that rural children are more 

often to drop out after a parent’s death, an effect that is likely to be magnified in 

countries with sustained violence. Other children may simply not return to school after 

extended periods of absence, may not be incentivized because of the destruction of 

industries resulting in scarce job opportunities for skilled labor, or may be recruited as 

soldiers for armed groups in the area, further perpetuating the presence of violence 

(Justino 2014). Lingering fear of violence, attacks, and sexual assault, as well as 

insecurity in the area may also deter children from returning to school. 
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UN Involvement/International Action and Response 

 

           On December 10, 1948, the UN General Assembly adopted the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), which first acknowledged the inalienable right of 

every child to a quality education that is free for the primary level (“Children’s Right to 

Education”). Then, in 1960, the UNESCO Convention against Discrimination in 

Education reaffirmed the right to a free, quality primary education as laid out in the 

UDHR, and furthermore, mandates that discriminations in education are violations of 

human rights – discrimination includes any exclusion or limitation by ethnicity, race, 

sex, language, politics, religion, socioeconomic  condition, and birth or origin. 

           One of the UN’s most notable achievements in modern times is the World 

Declaration on Education for All (EFA), which was adopted in Jomtien, Thailand in 1990 

and is a global commitment to provide a basic quality education for all children, youth 

and adults (“Education for All Movement”). The two priority areas of the EFA are 

quality of education and financing of education (ECOSOC 2011). In 2000, at the World 

Education Forum in Dakar, 164 countries pledged to achieve Education for All, and 

named six specific goals to meet by 2015. Headed by UNESCO, which was mandated 

by the Dakar Framework for Action, the EFA movement gained support from 

governments, development agencies, and private sector, in addition to the 

cooperation of the four other convenors of the Dakar Forum (UNICEF, World Bank, 
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UNDP, and UNFPA) (ECOSOC 2011). There were six specific education goals to meet 

that address many of the barriers that existed at the time in 2000, as per the World 

Bank (“Education for All”): 

1. Expand early childhood care and education, especially for the disadvantaged 

2. Ensure all children, by 2015, especially girls and ethnic minorities, have access to 

complete, free, and quality primary education. 

3. Meet the learning needs of young people and adults 

4. Achieve a 50% improvement in adult literacy, especially for women, and 

equitable access for education for adults 

5. Eliminate gender disparities and achieve gender equality in education 

6. Improve quality of education such that literacy, numeracy, and life skills can be 

obtained by all. 

 

           Additionally, in September 2000, at the Millennium Summit, the United Nations 

adopted the UN Millennium Declaration, which has as its second goal “achieve 

universal primary education” (“MDGs: Goals, Targets, and Indicators”). A report 

released by the UN in 2015 following the conclusion of the MDGs demonstrates 

significant progress in achieving universal primary education; the number of out-of-

school children has fallen from 100 million in 2000 to 57 million in 2015, and gaps by 

gender have been narrowed, though serious efforts still need to be undertaken to 
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address today’s more nuanced barriers (“Millennium Development Goals Report 

2015”). In fact, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), provides the statistic on 

the 57 million out-of-school children, and additionally found that 80% of these children 

live in rural areas, making the urban-rural educational divide a significant obstacle in 

achieving universal primary education (“MDG 2: Achieve Universal Primary 

Education”). It is noteworthy to realize that hunger and malnutrition is likely a factor in 

impeding education, as hunger rates are often correlated with lower literacy rates in 

many regions and local communities. 

Sustainable Development Goals 
 
           In the post-2015 era, the United Nations has followed up with the 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), passed by the UN General Assembly in the form of 

Resolution A/RES/70/1 on September 25, 2015, part of the larger 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development. Goal 4 of the SDGs seeks to address current educational 

challenges following the MDGs – namely, in ensuring inclusive, quality education for 

all; specific targets include eliminating gender and wealth disparities, upgrading 

facilities, increasing supply of teachers, providing access to affordable vocational 

training, and expanding scholarships, in addition to achieving free, equitable, and 

quality primary and secondary education (“United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goal 4”; “Goal 4: Quality Education”).         
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           UNESCO has been entrusted to lead the Global Education 2030 Agenda 

through SDG 4 (“Education for the 21st Century”; “Leading Education 2030”). The 

roadmap to achieve this is the Incheon Declaration for Education 2030 and Framework 

for Action (FFA), adopted at the World Education Forum in May 2015, and acts as the 

logical continuation of the EFA movement and MDGs (“Education for the 21st 

Century.”). Many of its goals were based on a review of progress made since the Dakar 

World Education Forum in 2000. 

5 key themes exist, as per the 2015 World Education Forum: 1) right to 

education – education is a fundamental human right, and as an empowerment right, it 

is the primary vehicle by which marginalized children, youth, and adults can break 

poverty chains and elevate themselves to become productive and participatory 

members in society. This vision was inspired by previous UN work, namely, the UDHR 

and the 1960 Convention against Discrimination in Education (“World Education 

Forum 2015”), and the right to education has been continuously reaffirmed in recent 

years, at the 2000 World Education Forum, 2000 MDGs, and 2005 UN Summit. 2) 

Equity in education – promoted by the EFA initiative and Dakar Framework for Action, 

equity in education provides the means to achieving equality. By providing quality 

opportunities for students regardless of background, it addresses instances of 

disadvantages which restrict achievement. 3) Inclusive education – realizing the right to 

education for all, inclusive education respects the diverse needs, abilities, and 
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characteristics of all students and eliminates all forms of discrimination, which remain 

most prominent by gender and disability. Most notable in this regard are the 1994 

World Conference on Special Needs Education in Salamanca, Spain, and the 2000 

World Education Forum, both of which emphasized the need to combat discriminatory 

attitudes, create welcoming communities, and ensure that the EFA initiative takes into 

account the needs of all. 4) Quality education – quality education is a right for all, not 

just a privilege for the few, and it is provided by effective and well-trained teachers. It is 

essential to target classrooms experiences that shape student learning, as a quality 

education is essential for meeting the needs of people, as well as fostering conditions 

for peace and sustainable development. 5) Lifelong learning – everyone, at every stage 

in their life, should have access to  learning opportunities to acquire the skills and 

knowledge they need; the Belem Framework for Action also affirms the role of lifelong 

learning in addressing development challenges and global educational issues (“World 

Education Forum 2015”). 

Other International Efforts 
 
           Other international efforts include the Education for All-Fast Track Initiative 

(EFA-FTI), which was established in 2002 to help developing countries in particular 

accelerate progress towards MDG 2 (UNICEF 2012). The EFA-FTI evolved from the 

EFA movement, and in 2011, it was restructured to broaden its mandate and was given 
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a new name: the Global Partnership for Education (GPE). The GPE, as it exists now, is a 

“multi-stakeholder partnership and funding platform that aims to strengthen education 

systems in developing countries in order to dramatically increase the number of 

children who are in school and learning” (“About Us – Global Partnership for 

Education”). GPE is currently the only global fund solely dedicated to education in 

developing countries, where barriers of conflict, gender, disability, poverty and lack of 

resources are most prominent. Outside of the 2030 Global Education Agenda and 

SDGs, the GPE has adopted its own vision, the Global Goal for Education, calling for 

inclusive and equitable education by 2030; its roadmap to achieve this includes GPE 

2020, which details the strategic plans of the GPE for the next several years and 

includes specific actions, goals, and objectives. 
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Additional Information 

 

Caste Study: Erosion of Syria’s Education System 
 
 The effect of conflict on educational systems can perhaps best be demonstrated 

in Syria, as the country begins its seventh year of civil war and the future of the nation 

looks bleak as education continues to remain a victim of the war. Prior to the conflict, 

which began in 2011, 22,000 schools comprised the backbone of Syria’s educational 

system (Simmons 2017), and the country boasted a near 100% enrollment rate and 

above a 95% literacy rate (Simmons 2017; Uenuma 2014), among the highest in the 

Middle East Region; Syria had achieved near universal primary education and a 

secondary school completion rate of 74%. Today, the numbers are a stark and grim 

contrast to the figures seven years ago. A report published by the International Rescue 

Committee (IRC) reveals 1.75 million children out of school in the country – with other 

estimates ranging up to 2.8 million children (Uenuma 2014; Al Hessan et al. 2016) – 

and most of the youth are up to six years behind on their reading and math skills 

(Simmons 2017). These numbers do not include the near 6 million children who require 

education assistance (as a result of dangers traveling to school, a lack of teachers, and 

a poor quality of education), nor those who are at extreme risk of dropping out 

(Simmons 2017). Approximately 150,000 teachers have left their positions, and over 
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7,400 schools have closed since the beginning of the conflict, and of those that remain, 

they are characterized by “poor water, sanitation and hygiene conditions,” as IRC 

officials note. (Simmons 2017). In the hardest-hit areas, most notably Aleppo, 

enrollment rates have plummeted to a mere 6%, and children are dropping out by the 

day (Uenuma 2014). Syria has now descended to having the second worst school rate 

attendance in the world (Uenuma 2014), a far cry from the progress the country made 

just a few years ago. 

           Beyond these figures, education plays a vital role in both the country’s future 

and the lives and opportunities for its children.  The severe violence, trauma, and 

stress, along with mass displacement of refugees, insecure access to schools, and 

disruption of family life, contribute to a highly toxic environment for early child 

development. Additionally, there exists a notion of the “lost generation” – a concern 

that Syrian children, 5 million young lives, are at risk of being exploited, falling victim to 

extremist ideologies, and being trapped in poverty (Simmons 2017), which is ultimately 

an effect of the collapse of education in the country. The safe havens that schools 

should be have been reduced to rubble, turned into battlegrounds, specifically 

targeted by militant groups, and converted to shelters for the displaced – many 

children have seen incredible and horrific scenes of violence (“Syria Crisis: Education 

Interrupted”).  As the war rages on, over 1.2 million children have fled to neighboring 

countries (“Syria Crisis: Education Interrupted”), but despite finding sanctuary from the 
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direct violence, educational barriers still exist. Two-thirds of refugee children still 

remain out of school, despite significant UN and NGO efforts. Neighboring countries – 

including Jordan, Egypt, Turkey, and Lebanon – are expanding their national education 

systems to accommodate the mass displacement of Syrian children, but these host 

countries simply cannot cope with these unprecedented influxes and needs (“Syria 

Crisis: Education Interrupted”). Refugees frequently live in the poorest towns and 

villages, and poverty – combined with other educational challenges such as being 

taught in an unfamiliar language, differences in curriculum, and a sense of isolation – 

are contributing to continually high dropout rates and lingering educational gaps. 

Kevin Watkins, executive director of Overseas Development Institute, remarks 

that lack of educational opportunities “is something that these kids will carry with them 

throughout their lives and will pass on to the next generation. There are catastrophic 

short-term consequences, but the long-term consequences are extremely serious.” 

These consequences include a highly marginalized youth population, reduced 

economic growth and lower living standards, both in their current host countries and in 

Syria, should they decide to return (Westcott 2016). Syria’s own growth as a country 

may potentially stagnate and decline as a result of this missing generation.  

UNICEF proposes an international response to act on four key 

recommendations: 1) long-term planning for the education of displaced Syrian 

children; 2) support for host countries and increasing international investment; 3) 



48 BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 
 

scaling-up success and innovation; and 4) ending the devastation of Syria’s education 

infrastructure (“Syria Crisis: Education Interrupted”). 

Case Study: Pakistan’s Gender Gap in Education 
 
 On October 9th, 2012, a young Pakistani girl was shot in the head by the Taliban. 

She was 15 years old at the time (Husain 2013). Her name was Malala Yousafzai, and 

her crime – speaking up for the right of girls to an education. According to the World 

Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report of 2016, Malala’s home country, 

Pakistan, ranks 143 out of 144 countries in the gender inequality index, the worst-

performing state in South Asia, ranked below than Syria (at 142) and above only 

Yemen, which comes in last (Khan 2016). In the last 5 years, Pakistan has ranked never 

been above the bottom ten, and its position has been deteriorating with every year – 

135th in 2013, 141st in 2014, and 143rd in 2015 (Khan 2016). Education, one of the many 

facets that is used to measure the gender gap index, is indicative of Pakistan’s current 

standing. 

           These inequalities and gaps exist on a systemic level. According to the Pakistan 

Ministry of Education, 43.8% of the 146,691 primary schools in Pakistan are for boys, 

31.5% are for girls, and 24.7% are for both boys are girls; furthermore, at the regional 

level, nearly all provinces in both rural and urban areas also are disproportional in the 

distribution of schools by gender, almost always favoring boys (UNESCO Islamabad 
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2010). The net enrollment rate for males for the primary education level current exists 

at 61%, while the number for females staggers behind at 54%. Data from the Pakistan 

Social and Living Standards Measurement also reveals that literacy for girls is 

consistently lower than for boys in both urban and rural areas (UNESCO Islamabad 

2010). 

           These gaps can be attributed to several infrastructural and cultural reasons. Most 

importantly, the labor market and gender division of labor remains one of the primary 

reasons Pakistani boys are favored. This can be in part attributed to Pakistan’s 

insufficient financial resources for education. Historically, Pakistan has spent only 2% of 

its GDP on education over the last 20 years (UNESCO Islamabad 2010), and as such, 

the low education budget prevents the education department from opening new 

schools, provide missing facilities, and offer incentives to girls from  poorer and rural 

families. Because of this, up until 2004, a primary education in Pakistan was not free – 

expenditures such as school fees and textbooks kept many families from pursuing an 

education – and even today, although those expenditures have since been abolished, a 

primary education is still not completely free, since families have to pay a required 

“School Fund” and cover the cost of stationary items (UNESCO Islamabad 2010). 

Therefore, an education becomes an investment – and on the basis of this investment 

motive, if the labor market rewards male schooling over female schooling, or if there is 

otherwise some sort of discrimination between the genders (both of which exist), 
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families may only have the option to choose between a boys’ education or a girls’ 

education (Aslam et al. 2009). The division of gender roles in Pakistan’s society further 

creates this divide, as men are typically responsible for supporting the family 

financially, and women are expected to be responsible for housework, leaving little 

incentive to educate girls. These practices are further accentuated by cultural norms in 

many parts of Pakistan; women are often not allowed to the house alone, preventing 

their attendance at school, which ultimately accounts for 60% of the gender gap in 

enrollments (UNESCO Islamabad 2010). 
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Questions to Consider 

1. What are some of the cultural implications of equality to education? How can 

these be overcome? 

2. What are the broad economic effects of countries preventing equal access to 

education? 

3. Victims of conflict, as seen in Syria’s case study, frequently turn to other 

countries’ education systems as refugees; what are some of the ways to 

accommodate this increasing influx? 

4. How has  the MDGs evolved into the SDGs? For the barriers that we discuss, 

what has been realized by the UN, and what remains in progress? 
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