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Introduction

The Policy Roundtable on Early Childhood Development (ECD) was held prior to the Annual Conference of the International Step by Step Association (ISSA).  It was organised by the Romanian Ministry of Education, Research and Innovation and ISSA, in partnership with UNICEF, the Open Society Institute (OSI) and the Consultative Group on Early Childhood Care and Development. Participants in the roundtable included leading policy makers and representatives of partner agencies from 14 CEE/CIS countries, as well as guests from other parts of the world. (See List of Participants.) 
After a century of progress in child and family development, basic support systems have been heavily eroded by political changes, economic hardships, and in some cases war.  Strong university and professional systems have been weakened, and nowhere is this more apparent than in the ECD fields, including infant and child health, nutrition and protection, preschool education, and special education for children with developmental delays and disabilities.

The CEE/CIS region is currently facing major challenges to social investment due to multiple impacts of the global economic crisis.  In many countries, essential human services, including ECD, are losing key financial and material support.  The negative impact on young children is already becoming apparent.  Families with young children are increasingly slipping invisibly from middle-income status into poverty, and as a consequence, parents are stressed and depressed, and their children are becoming undernourished, frequently ill and developmentally delayed. 

The CEE/CIS region has achieved major progress in building a democratic base for municipal planning, ensuring parental participation in programme planning, services and oversight, and achieving rights-based child and family programming in line with Comment 7 of the Convention on the Rights of Children.  This progress is threatened through a loss of funding for ECD, high levels of unemployment among trained ECD personnel, and a lack of support for continuous pre- and in-service training.

Although a plethora of policies, plans and regulations exist in many countries of the region, few of them have a consistent policy base for comprehensive ECD services, and several countries require strategic plans, standards, guidelines, and inter-agency agreements for partnerships, networking and innovative collaborations.  Inadequate attention has been paid to ensuring that municipal councils develop comprehensive ECD plans, developing regional infrastructures to support communities and municipalities, and establishing national coordination systems to provide quality guidance and support for ECD initiatives at all levels.

With these thoughts in mind, the policy makers attending the Roundtable presented their innovative policy planning activities and programme development plans.  After discussing the way forward, they made the following recommendations:

Recommendations to Nations of the CEE/CIS Region
In light of: 

· existing strengths of the CEE/CIS region in terms of institutions and trained professionals in the fields of education, health and social protection;

· compelling need to update these institutions and professionals in modern world knowledge and methods regarding ECD; 

· urgent requirements to fill prevailing gaps for services for preconception/prenatal education and care, parent education, ECD for infants and toddlers, preschool expansion and quality improvement, and services for transition to inclusive primary school; 

· negative impacts of the world economic crisis on young children in CEE/CIS; 

· cuts in social spending for health, education and social protection and defunding of many existing successful and essential ECD programmes due to the economic crisis;

· compelling needs to address the worsening condition of the region’s vulnerable and excluded children from birth onward; 

· importance of supporting and expanding emerging good practice models in CEE/CIS, such as counselling families and caregivers during health care contacts, alternative forms of community-based early childhood education, and integrated parent-child centres;

we call upon CEE/CIS countries to renew their efforts to:

1. Adopt and implement ECD policies, strategic plans, legislation and agreements

Each country has a different heritage of sectoral and multi-sectoral policies and institutional structures and relationships.  Within that heritage, countries should assess their policy and structural requirements.  Those countries that require additional policy attention to ensure child rights are attained should prepare, adopt and enthusiastically implement ECD policies or policy frameworks, strategic plans, legislation, standards, regulations and guidelines to ensure consistent, flexible and sustainable ECD services are provided to promote the care, development and education of all young children, and especially the most marginalised and vulnerable.  In addition, Inter-sectoral, inter-agency and public-private agreements and partnerships should be established at municipal, regional and national levels to develop integrated ECD services, maximise service provision, improve quality, fill gaps in current services, and avoid unnecessary duplication.  As CEE/CIS countries prepare to enter the European Union and meet EU standards, they should ensure that comprehensive ECD services will be the foundation of national Social Protection and Inclusion (SPIS) Policies.  Such ECD services should be culturally competent and meet the needs of all ethnic, religious and marginalised groups.

2. Greatly expand and diversify investment in ECD 

To counteract negative impacts of the economic crisis on young children, rapidly expand financial investment in ECD, and promote diversified governmental, community, civil society and private sector support as a fundamental right for children and families.  This support should include inter-sectoral coordinated investment in child health, education and protection.  Where possible, sectors should work to support integrated ECD services.  Current funding for ECD services at all levels should be protected, especially for high-quality, cost-effective ECD programmes. In addition, horizontal programme to programme coordination as well as vertical bottom up and top/down coordination should be established in order to maximise programme development, share innovations and ensure service quality.

3. Promote parent involvement and reinforce inter-sectoral coordination at all levels

Strong parental involvement in community ECD boards and in programme management, service provision and oversight will help to ensure democratic participation, shared responsibilities, and ultimately programme sustainability.  To support inter-sectoral coordination especially among education, health and protection agencies at national, regional and municipal levels, structures, roles and responsibilities should be established or reinforced.  For example, national and regional ECD councils or committees could:

· advocate for increasing investment in ECD at all levels;

· promote the expansion and flexible improvement of ECD services;

· lead inter-sectoral coordination and establish formal agreements; and

· share innovations among policy makers, ECD service providers and researchers.

4. Support community-based ECD services and take effective ones to scale

High-quality community-based services should be promoted and supported by national governments as well as by regional and municipal governments. Comprehensive, continuous and integrated community-based services should include the immediate preconception/prenatal period through transition to preschool and primary school.  These services should be designed with all of the elements needed to go to scale and provided long-term support for taking them to scale. 

5. Offer universal, comprehensive and continuous services, and focus especially on vulnerable and marginalised young children from birth to 3 years of age

Non-compulsory, universal ECD services should be offered but emphasis should be placed on services for children from vulnerable and marginalised groups, who will profit from them the most.  Emphasis should also be given first to the immediate preconception/prenatal period that will improve birth outcomes and parenting skills, and to comprehensive services for children from birth to 3 years of age. As found throughout European countries, enriched, low-cost and effective early childhood intervention (ECI) services are essential for infants and children identified to have high-risk situations, developmental delays, malnutrition or disabilities.  Attention should also be given to ensuring that continuing services are provided for a wide variety of home, playgroup and centre-based preschool learning activities as well as transition to inclusive primary school. 

6. Develop polices and guidelines for ECD training and quality assurance

All ECD services require quality assurance systems.  Countries are encouraged to develop policies and guidelines for quality pre-service training for ECD professionals, paraprofessionals and volunteers, and continuous in-service training services that are combined with programme supervision, monitoring and evaluation in order to achieve quality assurance.  Attention should also be given to improving pay scales, working conditions and the status of child care personnel.  It is recommended that countries seek to provide from 10% to 12% of ECD funding for combined services for monitoring, evaluation, planning and continuous innovation to meet evolving needs, ensure sustainability and bring programmes to scale throughout CEE/CIS.

Background Statement

The status of a nation’s human resources is dependent upon ensuring the good early development of children and achieving children’s rights (CRC 1989; CRC Comment 7 on Early Childhood 2005).  Child development is the essential foundation of all later educational, social and economic progress.  If children are delayed in their development, in poor health or malnourished, they will not achieve well in school or become productive citizens.  Vulnerable children, and especially those living in poverty or from minority or marginalised groups, especially require support to break the cycles of poverty and poor development (Moran et al 2004).  

Extensive brain research has shown that around 80% of a child’s brain growth and synapse development occurs during the period from gestation to 3 years of age (Shonkoff and Phillips 2000).  The field of neuroscience is revealing exciting results every day, demonstrating the high level of impact due to good nurturing, stimulation and early learning activities, nutrition, health care and safety on children’s life-long learning and productivity.  The highest rates of return result from programmes that target children from birth to 3 years of age.  Furthermore, considerable research has demonstrated that vulnerable young children gain the most from ECD services (Bennett 2008; UNESCO GMR 2008).

The period of gestation to age 3 is the foundation for all later growth and development.  If children who are fragile, pre-term, low in birth weight, at-risk of developmental delays, delayed or disabled do not receive appropriate, quality services, they will not attain their inborn potential and they could become unproductive citizens. 

Research has clearly demonstrated that ECD is one of the best, if not the best, social and economic investment that a country may make.  At a meeting of the Inter-American Development Bank held in Costa Rica in 2007, 40 leading economists and finance ministers ranked ECD as the Number One national investment in terms of return on investment from a list of 29 highly effective social and economic investments. (Verdisco 2008)
 

As a result of growing interest in investing in ECD as the foundation of all social protection and inclusion systems, ministries of planning and finance in many countries are increasingly playing active roles in formulating public sector social budgets for young children.  They are taking an integrated approach to ECD and rapidly expanding funding for child development services, from pre-conception and prenatal education and care to parent education, home-based early childhood intervention (ECI), and centre-based services sponsored by ministries of education, health and social protection.  

ECD has become a key economic investment.  Arthur Rolnick, James Heckman, a Nobel Laureate in economics, and others have studied the rate of return on investment in ECD in relation to other investments in education and training (Rolnick 2006; Heckman and Masterov 2006; Heckman 2007; Kilburn and Karoly 2008).  The rates of return on investment in ECD are striking.  In various countries, they range from $3 to $17 for every $1 invested.  For example, a recent study in Turkey yielded a minimum of $8.2 per $1 invested in ECD services (Göksel 2008).  On average, a return of approximately $7 can be expected from investment in ECD programmes of high quality.  These long-term results are due to savings in costs for remedial education and training; special education services; hospital, health and nutrition care; welfare and protective services; and juvenile delinquency, crime and justice system costs.  These results have encouraged many countries to expand their investments in integrated ECD.

In addition, there are many short- and medium term returns from investing in prenatal and ECD services, including reduced health care costs for neonatal intensive care and other hospital costs for infant illnesses and injuries; reduced needs for ECI and special education services for children with developmental delays, malnutrition and disabilities; micronutrient and nutritional rehabilitation services; programmes for child safety; improved internal efficiency of education systems; reduced need for child protective and family preservation services. These striking returns on investment have yet to be quantified in CEE/CIS, but they promise to be substantial.  Any one of them would validate increasing investment in young children and their parents.  

The preparation of national ECD Policies and Strategic Plans, affords all countries an important opportunity to plan for increasing investments in services for young children and for taking promising programmes to scale (Vargas-Baron 2005, 2009).  The formulation of ECD Policies and Plans is especially important during this period of profound economic challenges.  Recessions, like violent conflicts, always most severely impact the youngest members of society.  Already, poverty rates are climbing in many CEE/CIS countries due to the protracted economic downturn.  Nations must consider taking extraordinary steps to protect children from the ravages of poverty and social stress that accompany unemployment and underemployment.  Nonetheless many programmes have lost all or a large part of their funding.  Realising the dramatic impact of the economic crisis on young children, the United States has increased funding to ECD by US $9 billion for the current fiscal year.
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� The top 10 ranked policy investments were: 1) ECD; 2) fiscal rules; 3) increased investment in infrastructure including maintenance; 4) policy and programme evaluation agency; 5) conditional cash transfers; 6) universal health insurance: basic package; 7) nutrition programmes for pre-school age children; 8) crime prevention through environmental design; 9) replacement of taxes on formal employment with other taxes; 10) adoption of policies and services to reduce transaction costs for trade.
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