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EDUCATION IN SOUTH ASIA

Conference organised by South Asia Democratic Forum (SADF)
1 March 2017, from 16:30 to 18:30

European Parliament, Brussels

After giving introductory remarks on fundamental issues of education and schooling in South Asia, the
Executive Director of SADF, Mr Paulo Casaca, who also moderated the whole event, opened the floor
and introduced all guest speakers.

H.E. Mr Manjeev Singh Puri, Ambassador of India to Belgium, Luxembourg and European Union,
stressed his remarks on the importance of supporting education and open-mindedness of people, both in
South Asia and Europe, especially in the context of overcoming ‘the clash of civilizations’ and
strengthening the values of tolerance and respect for others. Mr Ambassador pointed out that the EU and
India share several common values and key characteristics such as diversity, particularly in terms of the
number of languages, religions, and cultures. By education, he understands something that goes beyond
literacy. For him, education shall always be linked with cultivating values and attitudes that create a good
citizenship.

Ms Laura Quartel da Silva, Former South Asia Democratic Forum Public Affairs Director presented the
SADF Policy Brief titled “Education: South Asia’s Foundation for the Future,” which analyses the
current state of basic education in South Asia and the different areas for improvement. Ms Laura da Silva
argued that the quality of schools rather than attendance is the main issue to be addressed and for this,
teachers are fundamental. Similarly, the content of what is being taught must also be revised in order to
promote a tolerant and inclusive world vision. Several recommendations for improvement were stressed,
as follows: qualitative approach to education (as seen in the UN Sustainable Development Goals);
investment in training the teachers; textbooks ensuring quality knowledge and tolerance; and efficient
funding mechanisms.
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Mr Paolo Fontani, Director of the H:. 1
UNESCO Liaison Office in Brussels and =
UNESCO Representative to the European
Institutions, was speaking about the case
of Afghanistan, where high illiteracy rate
and gender inequality is still a major
issue. However, literacy must be always
linked with education. Another crucial
issue is the lack of skilled and qualified
teachers who need to be attracted through
higher salary and status.

Mr Brian Toll, Senior Policy Coordinator
in European Commission’s DG Education
& Culture, who focuses on international
cooperation with Central, South and
Southeast Asia in the field of higher
education, mentioned that besides development, growth, literacy, and work, what must not be overlooked
is nutrition of children which pays an essential role in achieving literacy and education, because “without
nutrition, children will never be able to educate and develop.” Moreover, the european funding projects in
education must be spent efficiently in form of direct projects and longterm investments. As an example,
Mr Toll mentioned an initiative named ‘Close the Gap’ that aims to bridge the digital divide by offering
pre-owned computers to developing and emerging countries.

Ms Elzbieta Jablonska, Chair-elect of Public
Leadership MIG in International Leadership
Association and a PhD candidate SGH Warsaw
School of Economics, presented her paper titled
“Educating for Gross National Happiness by
Nurturing the Concept of Green Schools for
Green Bhutan.” Ms Jabtonska presented the
main principles of Gross National Happiness
(GNH) that represent a significant element of the
national educational framework of Bhutan. The
Concept of Green Schools for Green Bhutan
refers to an outline for schools and teachers to
provide the basic GNH principles known as 8
dimensions of ‘greenery’. The educating for
GNH was launched in 2009.

Ms Elena Alberti made concluding remarks on behalf of Mr Fulvio Martusciello, a Member of the
European Parliament, who expressed his gratitude to the whole team of SADF for organising the
conference and for raising such important issues.

During the discussion, several questions and remarks of fundamental importance were raised by the
audience, especially in regard to political economy of education in Pakistan; disparity between public and
private schools; and the content of textbooks.
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