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LABOR MARKET INTELLIGENCE REPORT

Manpower Development for Agriculture Entrepreneurs

(This article is featured in two parts in the Philippine Daily Inquirer, MAPping the Future, May 16 and 22, 2011 and authored by Dr. Jose Rene G. Gayo, Vice Chair of the Management Association of the Philippines (MAP) Agribusiness and Countryside Development Committee, and Dean of the MFI Farm Business School.)
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WHEN one visits the countryside, a glaring sight one can see is the abject poverty of farmers. One begins to wonder why, despite all the technological revolutions that have taken place in agriculture, Filipino farmers are still quite unproductive. A quick look at our Asian neighbors would show that we are lagging far behind in farm productivity. No wonder, incomes of most Filipino farmers are still way below the poverty line.  
The question why Filipino farmers are poor is not easy to answer. The problems involved are complex but a deeper understanding of the situation points out to the lack of educational opportunities given to farmers and their children who will soon take over their job of farming. Agricultural education in the country has also been skewed toward producing scientists and technologists but not agriculture entrepreneurs.

Webster defines an entrepreneur as “one who organizes, manages, and assumes risks of a business enterprise.” In the context of agriculture, a farm is a business enterprise. It is the productive unit in the economy that produces products from plants and animals. Thus, an agriculture entrepreneur is one who is engaged in a farm business. Like all businesses, it requires entrepreneurial and managerial skills for a person to make it succeed. Like all skills, entrepreneurship and management can be learned.
Our educational system is under criticism that it fosters an “employee mentality” among our students and graduates. And rightly so. It did a reasonable job at preparing graduates for employment. Yet it still has to prove itself in producing entrepreneurs. Some schools that have offered entrepreneurship programs over the past few years have shown some success. The challenge is more daunting to produce entrepreneurs for the agriculture sector.

Agriculture entrepreneurship development
An agriculture entrepreneurship development program to my mind has two very important and distinct clienteles:  (1) the present farmers and  (2) the future farmers.

1.)  The present farmers

The narrow base of education and widespread illiteracy in the rural areas (a typical farmer only reached Grade 5) and the rapid rate of technological change in a modernizing agriculture are arguments for a widespread adult education system. These two conditions determine the nature of adult education programs. Following the American pattern and later adopted by most countries, a widespread adult education for farmers is commonly called extension programs.

Farmers should be the primary clientele of adult or extension programs in rural areas. These programs are normally oriented toward the production problems of farmers. Although uncommon, it is reasonable to conceive of adult education programs catering to other groups, such as middlemen and traders who serve the farmer locally. Technological changes in marketing, farm input manufacture and supply and in other areas all call for the expansion of knowledge of the operators of such businesses.
Production-oriented extension programs have three primary roles and objectives:
a) To stimulate a framework of farmer attitudes and aspirations conducive to the acceptance of technological change. This may represent the most important function in the early stages of agricultural development, when farmers are still largely tradition-bound and just beginning to emerge from a period when change in general had unprofitable results.

b) To disseminate the results of production-increasing research. An ancillary function, and one which may in fact be the most important, is to provide feedback about farmers’ problems to research organizations. This requires extension programs to be closely tied to research organizations such that clear communication in both directions is not only possible but probable.

c) To provide training and guidance to farmers in decision-making. Even initially, one technological innovation will produce varied results when applied to farmers with different conditions. Good farm management involves the selection of appropriate and profitable innovations and the rejection of those not meeting these criteria. Since blanket recommendations are not applicable, it is important that farmers learn to make the proper judgments as to which innovations to adopt. A good extension program should provide the means to do so.

I would like to highlight what I think is most relevant for adult farmer education—the need for concrete farm models, of actual functioning farm enterprises, where farmers can see for themselves how things should be done. These can serve as farmers field schools. As the adage goes, “To see is to believe.”

The challenge here is how to gear up our government agencies involved in training and extension work to reach out to farmers. What has been done in the past seem not working if we are to judge the situation of our farmers today.

On the side of the private sector, there are a number of initiatives geared toward the education of the present farmers. To name a few: The Mindanao Baptist Rural Life Center in Dansalan of the Rev. Watson fame who developed the Sloping Agriculture Land Technology, the Aloha House in Puerto Princesa, and the Community Business Technology Centers promoted by the Foundations for People Development. These projects have proven that, in fact, education and training of present farmers is still possible to give them new technologies to increase farm productivity and incomes.

Given these experiences, what needs to be done now is a strong public-private partnership to provide support to these private initiatives to reach out to more farmers. Government may provide tuition, board and lodging to farmers undergoing these training programs.

2.)  The future farmers

Of less immediate concern yet of more important strategic importance is the education for future farmers—children of farmers who will soon take over the running of their parents’ farm. Here we have to rely on the formal educational system to deliver this service. It starts with the premise of good basic education (up to at least high school) so that we build on the capacity of our youth for the challenges of the future.
Family Farm Schools
On this point, I would like to highlight a unique agricultural education model called the Family Farm Schools.

The Family Farm School is an educational institution offering secondary and post-secondary level of education where qualified and deserving children of Filipino farmers are taught and trained with their parents’ help in theoretical and practical methods so as to instill in them high human, social, and moral values and the right sense of professionalism in the performance of work.

The professional formation acquired in the Family Farm School prepares students to exercise a profession in farming coupled with a technical and entrepreneurial training that will hopefully plant the seed for a strong agricultural economy.

Unique to the Family Farm School system is the alternating cycle of education where students spend a week in a “live-in class” at the school and two weeks in their family farm.

This system facilitates the learning process by not only confining it within the four walls of the classroom but allows the youth to learn through their continuous and direct contact with reality thus avoiding the real danger of alienating them from their environment.

While at the family farm, the students analyze those experiences and place them all in the Family Farm Notebook that will later be reviewed by the teachers and the students in a one-on-one learning session. The alternating cycle also affords parents to participate actively in the education and formation of their children.

Tutors of the Family Farm School (FFS) visit each family in each of the alternating cycles and help both parents and child to think together and work out a project for the improvement of their farm as well as to help them have deep family ties through the formation given them.

The curriculum of the FFS applies the principle of the Dual Training System. The FFS is one of the pioneers in the Philippines to apply it to agriculture education. One consideration that our policymakers would consider is to incorporate the FFS type of education for those in the rural areas since this is more appropriate for them than the present comprehensive high schools.

There are now more than 2,500 FFS all over the world—Europe, Africa, North and South America, Africa and Asia.

Farm Business Schools
College-level agriculture programs have been around in the country for over a century yet there is very little success if we take the situation of our small farmers. Today, agriculture is one of the last courses a farmer would like his son to take (if at all he gets a chance to go to college) because they say, “there is no money in farming.”
This fact is reflected in the number of students enrolled in agriculture courses over the past 30 years. Agriculture’s share of the whole student population has been declining and will continue to do so. As a result, agriculture schools in the country are soon to join the list of endangered species if nothing is done about it.

Fortunately, the Management Association of the Philippines initiated a project as early as 2004 called the Farm Business School. It is a school dedicated and focused on training farm managers and farm entrepreneurs. The degree that will be offered leads to a Bachelor of Science in Entrepreneurial Management major in Farm Business. It is offered as a ladderized program that can award a diploma after three years (under TESDA) and a bachelor’s degree after an additional year (under CHEd).

Why a ladderized program? The first three years will make use of the Dual Training System (that has been proven to be a success) because a bias of the curriculum is intensive hands-on internship component. Students will go through a work-study program. The work component will be done in school through the various farm enterprises that will be set up to serve as “live” projects for students to learn the ABCs of running a farm business.

After three years, only select students will be invited to go through the fourth year to earn their bachelor’s degree.

The farm business enterprises that will be set up to serve as practicum venues for students of the program will also be the answer for many schools today to generate their own revenues. Some of the faculty members of the Farm Business School will be designated managers of the farm enterprises that will be operated as “strategic business units.”

We now have a working model of this type of school. The MFI Foundation is the first to implement this concept. In turn it partnered with the University of Rizal System to award the bachelor’s degree under its College of Business. This is to affirm what was said earlier that the program is not an agriculture course but a business course.

One may ask, what are the chances of success of this program considering that this is something new?

It may sound new but the key elements of the program design have been drawn from two successful “experiments”: (1) the Dual Training System that is now institutionalized in the Philippines, and (2) UA & P’s Bachelor of Science in Entrepreneurial Management that has already produced a good crop of entrepreneurs.

The first Farm Business School in Jala-Jala, Rizal, is now in its second year of operations with close to 70 students under its Bachelor of Science in Entrepreneurial Management major in Farm Business and the Diploma in Agriculture Entrepreneurship.  It still remains to be seen if at all alumni will turn out the way they have been trained. We are keeping our fingers crossed.
Where do we go from here?
The experience shows that training present farmers is still effective in bringing about new technologies and farming systems to increase farm productivity. On the other hand, training future farmers is an investment we have to do now to address the dwindling number of young people interested in farming as a profession.

The Family Farm Schools and Rural Development Schools to date count 13 such schools in Luzon, Visayas, and Mindanao. Mind you, these schools have been established and had flourished despite minimal government support.

Even if just a small percentage of the budget of the Departments of Agriculture, Education, and TESDA is set aside for the support of the Family Farm Schools and the Farm Business Schools, it will surely make a long way to spark a “new revolution” among the ranks of our farmers. This time though, it is of the good type of a revolution.

As a rejoinder to the current discussion on how to implement the K+12 basic education curriculum, policymakers may want to consider the postsecondary program discussed earlier as an option to fulfill the additional two years of schooling for those students especially in the rural areas.

There is a Chinese saying that goes this way: “If you plan for a few years grow rice, if you plan for decades grow trees, but if you plan for a century grow men.” Education is the best and surest way to emancipate our farmers from the bondage of poverty. And if we invest in agriculture then our economy definitely will have its take-off for a sustained economic growth.
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