Financial crisis devastating social and economic development in Central and Eastern Europe
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A few weeks ago, we held a high level seminar on the impact of the financial crisis in Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia. There we saw that today, 14 out of 28 countries in the region have turned to the global fire-brigade – the IMF – for help – to the tune of 57 billion Euros. The European Union is expanding its lending facilities for EU member states to 50 billion Euros. The World Bank is tripling its lending to the region. Global and European Institutions do recognize that this, the worst crisis to hit the region since the Second World War, contains the threat not only of financial chaos but also of social and political instability.

But the support of these institutions comes at a price. IMF conditions are being imposed on these 14 countries, just as they were imposed in the past on the countries of Africa, Asia and Latin America. There is an enormous contradiction between the calls of the IMF leadership for stimulus through the public sector, and the budget ceilings, including public sector wage ceilings imposed on countries through IMF conditions.

Unions in the region today face a two-pronged challenge. On the one hand they have to confront the impact on schools and on teachers and support staff of the collapse of national economies. On the other hand, they have to confront the negative impact on public services, including education, of the conditions imposed by the institutions called in to rescue the economies.

A strategy – ideas and actions
There is an urgent need for EI and member organisations to make governments realise that they are to put education at the top of the agenda. Education is part of the solution to the crisis. Education is not a commodity to be bought and sold but an investment, and investment in education is the key to each nation’s future. This means investing in teachers and support staff in the Sector. Countries need to hire, not fire.

We have just finished a European round table on the changing role of VET in the knowledge-based society. This is the time for our nations to build up their Vocational Education and Training. As the global union representatives have put it: “In a downturn, it’s time to up-skill”. Investment in the primary and secondary years of schooling is investment in the next generation – in every nations’ future. Investment in Early Childhood Education will pay off by giving all children an equitable start and enabling women to return to the workforce.  The need for renewed public investment in our higher education institutions must also be emphasised.

There is also a more profound message to be conveyed, especially in the countries of this region. It is a message about VALUES. The values of public education are essentially the values that underpin democracy as well as prosperity. They encompass the principles of equity and equal opportunities, of non-discrimination and social justice. They embrace collective responsibility as well as individual liberty, solidarity as well as opportunity. Their foundation is respect for fundamental human rights. This is the ethos that must underpin  future actions.

We need to reaffirm and to advocate everywhere that education is one of the most profitable investments any country can make to secure future economic growth and development.

Education is an essential part of the recovery. Good quality education equips people with the knowledge and skills they need to gain employment and increase their incomes, which, in the right circumstances will have a real impact on reducing poverty overall and promoting economic growth at the national level.

As unemployment is rising generally, governments must guarantee continued investment in the education sector. In order to ensure equity and fairness, public funding for education is essential.

I was indeed shocked to hear of the budget cuts to education in Hungary, at a time when investment in education is needed the most.

As Nelson Mandela once said: ‘Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world’. This truth is a powerful argument in advocating for investment in education, nationally, regionally, and globally, and with this argument that advocacy cannot fail.
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