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This study seeks to investigate the changing patterns of rural youth participation in agriculture. The principal hypothesis is that while the current agricultural population is getting old, the younger generation is less attracted to agricultural activities in most contexts.

The young people of between 14 and 24 years of age, although numerous and rapidly increasing in their numbers in many developing countries, see agriculture (both in the self-operating and agricultural wage labouring sectors) to be “dirty work”, financially less rewarding and a phenomenon of the past practised by the preceding generation, thus are aspiring to do away with. This process poses several basic questions: Who will work on the farm tomorrow? Where would the basic food-grains (consumed both in rural as well as urban areas) come from? What are the likely impacts on the creation of agricultural employment and income generation? What would be the long-term consequences to the protection of agricultural patrimony and cultural diversities? Moreover, if the younger generation is no longer keen with the agricultural work, does it really make any sense to advocate a rural/agricultural development based on land redistribution? 

The research attempts to examine if the presumed lack of youth attraction to agriculture is a generalized process across agrarian systems, regions and young men and women. And, to what extent do local demographic factors and farm-size play a role?

It is not at all difficult to imagine how the rural youth perceive the predicament. But their responses are likely to be varied in different circumstances. In some cases, this may be provoking family and neighbourhood tensions. In other cases, it could encourage increase in crime, illegal activities and proliferation of extreme ideologies and cults. Increased out-migration of the rural youth to the nearby towns and cities may at times simply mean transferring of the rural problems to urban areas which are already overcrowded and unable to meet the basic demands of the population already there. One important question for analysis is how do the rural youth themselves see their marginality and identity in different locations and stages of happening? Most crucially, how do they justify their actions? Furthermore, what are the major problems and aspirations of those rural youth who are nonetheless trying to remain in the agricultural sector?

The primary policy measures proposed by youth organizations and regional and international institutions concerned with the youth issue tend to encompass a vast areas of reforms requiring massive resources which are generally difficult to attain. In most cases, these policy measures have however mainly dealt with the urban youth. Making education more adapted to rural or agricultural needs, facilitating increased youth access to productive land, valorizing better agricultural products, creating agricultural as well as rural off-farm work and offering increased respect to agricultural work and life may be vital to handling the current rural youth crisis. But the main dilemma is that little can be achieved if the initiated policies and programmes focus exclusively on the youth, while generalized development measures may never trickle down to the youth sector.  Also, a rural youth may frequently be occupying multiple production roles, thus complicating to develop a more targeted rural youth intervention programme. Similarly, how helpful is it to make a conceptual distinction between “old” and “young” peasants? In sum, the policy issues involving the rural youth are formidable. 

At this stage, an attempt is being made to review the literature readily available in Geneva and make consultations with experts. It is hoped that this will help to map out the current situation of the rural youth as well as the specific issues requiring further research and policy attention. Short fieldvisits in a few developing countries are also envisaged to collect the missing information through interviews with young farmers and key informants, as well as through personal observations. 
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