
Putting early childhood  
at the heart of the 
European Child Guarantee

1 Eurostat: Children at risk of poverty or social exclusion, September 2022.

2 These are: Bulgaria, Belgium, Finland, France, Ireland, Slovenia, the Netherlands, Lithuania, Sweden. In Estonia the risk of poverty or social 
exclusion remained the same 17.4%. Eurostat: Children at risk of poverty or social exclusion, September 2022.

INTRODUCTION

In June 2021, EU Member States unanimously adopted a Council Recommendation 

establishing the European Child Guarantee. This aims to prevent and combat child poverty 

and social exclusion by guaranteeing access to some key services to all children in need —  

high-quality early childhood education and care (ECEC), education and school-based 

activities, healthy nutrition, adequate housing and healthcare.

The Child Guarantee comes at a crucial time. According to Eurostat,1 in 2021, 24.4% of 

children in the EU – 19.8 million children – were at risk of poverty or social exclusion, 

compared to 21.1% of adults. In seventeen EU Member States, the risk of poverty or social 

exclusion for children was higher in 2021 than in 2020, with increases in Spain (1.6%) 

and Hungary (1.5%). Nine countries saw a decrease in child poverty, including Bulgaria 

(–3.2%).2 The effects of Covid-19 and the cost of living increases are exacerbating existing 

hardship and inequality. Ensuring that all children – especially children in vulnerable 

situations – can have an adequate standard of living and access to quality services is 

essential to realise children’s rights and uphold States’ commitments under the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child.
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Children_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Children_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion
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The scarcity of data on children’s early years – especially children under three – across 

policy areas, indicates insufficient knowledge of, and attention to, early childhood 

development.3 The importance of children’s early years cannot be overstated. They 

provide the foundation for children’s healthy development and lifelong outcomes and 

should be a priority for governments and policymakers. It is therefore essential that the 

Child Guarantee pays special attention to early childhood development, including very 

young children under three. This is in line with the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, 

which recognises that every child has the right to an adequate standard of living and to 

equal opportunities, from their earliest years. Member States have an opportunity to put 

children’s early years at the heart of their efforts to tackle child poverty and exclusion.
 

3 First Years, First Priority: Snapshot of early childhood development data and policies in nine countries. A cross country analysis, July 2021.

WE URGE EU MEMBER STATES TO: 

• Adopt an integrated, multi-sector approach to early childhood, that addresses 

the needs of very young children and their families with a comprehensive system 

of services, including parenting and family support.

• Increase public investment in early childhood services and support, including 

universal access to quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) for 

children under three.

• Adopt national plans with specific, targeted measures to ensure access to 

essential services for all young children in need, especially those experiencing 

discrimination and social exclusion, such as Roma and Traveller children, children 

with disabilities, migrant, refugee and undocumented children, children at risk of 

entering, or in, alternative care, and those in extreme poverty.

WE URGE THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION TO:

Adopt a robust monitoring framework to assess progress on the implementation 

of the Child Guarantee, which includes comparable disaggregated data, and which 

supports efforts to enhance the availability of disaggregated data on children under 

three and their families, and their access to services.

Recommendations 

https://firstyearsfirstpriority.eu/resources/cross-country-analysis-snapshot-of-ecd-data-and-policies-in-nine-countries/
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INVESTING IN EARLY CHILDHOOD MUST BE  
A PUBLIC POLICY PRIORITY

and shapes their preparation for school and 

adulthood. Investing early in nurturing care for 

all children is therefore essential for their healthy 

development – physical and mental. 

The Council Recommendation on the Child 

Guarantee asks Member States to have the best 

interest of the child as a primary consideration, 

and to provide an enabling policy environment 

which comprehensively addresses child poverty 

and social exclusion. This requires an ecosystem of 

policies and support measures to ensure that all 

children can have the best start in life – including 

social protection, decent work and adequate 

minimum income, affordable housing, affordable 

childcare, parenting and family support, and universal 

access to quality social services and to healthcare.

Public investment in early childhood is one of the 

most effective policy measures that governments 

can take, with benefits for children, families and 

society – helping to reduce inequalities from the 

first years of life. 

There is overwhelming evidence that experiences 

in early childhood shape children’s development, 

health and wellbeing, and influence their educational 

attainment and lifelong opportunities.4 The first 

1.000 days of a child’s life are a time of unique and 

rapid development, and are highly influenced by 

children’s environment, early experiences and 

interactions.5 

These experiences affect brain development, 

shaping children’s cognitive, social and emotional 

capacities.6 Poverty, exclusion and discrimination 

can lead to toxic stress in early childhood, and 

affect children’s development. Early intervention 

and supportive and caring relationships with 

caregivers are critically important to protect 

infants and young children from the damaging 

effects of poverty, insecurity and neglect.

Nurturing care7 for very young children – including 

health, nutrition, early learning, responsive 

caregiving and safety and security – provides the 

foundation for children to reach their full potential 

USING THE CHILD GUARANTEE TO INVEST  
IN THE EARLY YEARS

The Child Guarantee is an opportunity to increase 

public investment in early childhood development 

services and support, with both domestic resources 

and EU funding. It is an opportunity to develop 

comprehensive, integrated, cross-department 

policies and strategies that support families and 

households with very young children in a holistic 

way, with a specific focus on children under three, 

who are often neglected in public policy. 

Implementation must identify children in need 

and focus on those children who face particular 

and multiple forms of disadvantage. This includes 

children with disabilities and children from 

4 Advancing Early Childhood Development: from Science to Scale, The Lancet, 2016.

5 The First 1001 Days. An age of opportunity, Evidence Brief 1, Parent-Infant Foundation First 1001 Days Movement.

6 In brief: The science of early childhood development, Centre on the Developing Child, Harvard University.

7 Nurturing Care for Early Childhood Development. A framework for helping children survive and thrive to transform health and human 
potential (2018) WHO, UNICEF, World Bank Group, Every Woman Every Child, PMNCH, Early Childhood Development Action Network.

https://www.thelancet.com/series/ECD2016
https://parentinfantfoundation.org.uk/1001-days/resources/evidence-briefs/
https://nurturing-care.org/
https://nurturing-care.org/
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migrant or minority ethnic communities, including 

undocumented children. More than 90% of Roma 

children are at risk of poverty,8 and the European 

Parliament has called for Roma children to be 

properly included in the Child Guarantee national 

plans.9 Migrant children, especially undocumented 

children,10 and children with disabilities face 

significant barriers when accessing essential 

services.11 

 

Implementation of the Child Guarantee can tackle 

exclusion and inequality in early childhood, with 

investment and reform in key areas. These include:

• Investment in early childhood home visiting 

services, to connect parents and caregivers 

with a Home Visitor who provides support 

and advice. Home visiting addresses 

intergenerational poverty and educational 

inequalities by helping vulnerable children 

meet their developmental milestones and 

start school ready for education. The Home 

Visiting Alliance in Ireland provides 64.000 

visits to 4.500 children aged 0–5 years, 

annually. A peer-led community, the home 

visiting programme addresses developmental 

delays, educational disadvantage, parental 

isolation and poor mental health. A continuum 

of support is provided to first-time parents 

and families who are socially isolated and 

in challenging circumstances. Research has 

found significant improvements in child health, 

wellbeing, school readiness and parent self-

sufficiency.12

• Investment in support to parents and 

caregivers in providing nurturing care, 

screening services, home visiting and early 

identification of developmental difficulties 

and early intervention responses. As part of 

the Child Guarantee pilot phase – conducted 

by the European Commission in partnership 

with UNICEF Regional Office for Europe and 

Central Asia – such interventions provided 

outreach and preventative services for children 

with disabilities, Roma children and children in 

poverty, in ten municipalities in Bulgaria.13

• In Portugal, the National System of Early 

Intervention is available to all children, aged 

0–6, and targets children with disabilities or 

developmental delays, or who are at risk – 

many of them from vulnerable backgrounds. 

It works through local intervention 

multidisciplinary teams and aims to give 

social, educational and health support to 

children, their families and other caregivers. 

The approach is tailored according to need, in 

a cooperative approach. It is a multi-sectoral 

approach, coordinated across the Ministry 

of Health, the Ministry of Education and 

the Ministry of Labour, Solidarity and Social 

Security at the national level.

• Measures to increase access to early 

childhood education and care. In Portugal, 

legislation approved in 2021 extends free of 

charge access to subsidised early childhood 

education and care to all children whose per 

capita family income is lower than 50% of 

the national minimum income. It is estimated 

that 35.000 children will benefit.

8 Council of Europe Newsroom: Extreme poverty afflicts many of the 10–12 million Roma in Europe.

9 European Parliament resolution of 5 October 2022 on the situation of Roma people living in settlements in the EU (2022/2662(RSP).

10 ‘EU Council adopts Child Guarantee that benefits undocumented children’ Picum 21 July 2021.

11 European Association of Service Providers for Persons with Disabilities (EASPD), Child Guarantee: Don’t leave children with disabilities 
behind.

12 A critical lifeline for children and families. Blog by the Early Childhood Home Visiting Alliance, 13 April 2022.

13 UNICEF: The European Child Guarantee. Phase III of the preparatory action: ‘Testing the EU Child Guarantee in the EU Member States’, 
November 2021.

https://www.coe.int/en/web/roma-and-travellers/-/extreme-poverty-afflicts-many-of-the-10-12-million-roma-in-europe
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0343_EN.html
https://picum.org/eu-council-adopts-child-guarantee-undocumented-children/
https://easpd.eu/press-releases-detail/child-guarantee-dont-leave-children-with-disabilities-behind/
https://easpd.eu/press-releases-detail/child-guarantee-dont-leave-children-with-disabilities-behind/
https://firstyearsfirstpriority.eu/a-critical-lifeline-for-children-and-families/
https://www.unicef.org/eca/european-child-guarantee
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CHILD GUARANTEE NATIONAL ACTION PLANS

In France, the National Plan re-affirms the 

commitment to interventions during the first 

1.000 days – including measures to protect 

children and support parents, from pregnancy, 

and to ensure fulfilment of fundamental needs in 

accommodation, education, healthcare, nutrition, 

and care. In line with the national strategy on the 

prevention and fight against poverty, the Action 

Plan includes a priority focus on fighting against 

inequalities starting from the early years. The Plan 

outlines concrete steps to remove financial and 

non-financial barriers to accessing services, such 

as free access to healthcare, free school breakfasts, 

financial support for families, and accommodation 

for children and parents in need. To break the 

cycle of poverty from the early years, it outlines 

the need to address social and regional disparities 

in access to quality ECEC services, and inclusive 

ECEC policies for children from migrant families, 

from Roma and Traveller communities and for also 

children with special needs.

14 Eurochild: Child Guarantee National Action Plans at a glance, September 2022.

To date, fifteen of the EU’s twenty-seven Member 

States have published their National Child Guarantee 

Action Plans – Belgium, Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, 

Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, 

Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, and Sweden. 

Many include a focus on early childhood, specifically 

ECEC.14 Many plans reiterate existing national 

strategies and commitments to address poverty 

and exclusion, but it is vital that governments 

pay special attention to very young children, with 

integrated and comprehensive services that reach 

all children in need and their families. The National 

Coordinators play a key role in ensuring successful 

implementation of the Child Guarantee. We urge 

them to ensure that the 

needs of young children  

– especially those under 

the age of three and 

from households facing 

discrimination and 

disadvantage are well 

represented in national plans. 

The National Plan from 

Finland includes a focus 

on increasing children’s 

participation in early 

childhood education, 

particularly children under 

three. In Spain, the National 

Plan includes a focus on 

ensuring increased coverage 

and access to quality early 

childhood education and 

care services, including 

addressing regional 

disparities in the availability and quality of early 

childhood education and ensuring consistency in 

quality standards. It also includes a commitment 

to coordination between ECEC services, the 

care system, social services, minimum income, 

and inclusion policies, health, housing, and other 

essential services.

“ensuring high-
quality, integrated 

and comprehensive 
services reach 

all young children 
in need and their 

families”

https://eurochild.org/resource/child-guarantee-national-action-plans-at-a-glance/
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SPOTLIGHT ON EARLY CHILDHOOD IN IRELAND 

Ireland has recognised the critical importance of 

children’s early years, with the “First Five” Strategy 

– a ten-year cross-government plan to improve the 

lives of babies, young children and their families 

and help all children to have the best start in life, 

from 2019–2028.15 It focuses on five key areas:

1. A broader range of options for parents to 

balance working and caring, including a 

commitment to expand parental leave in the 

first twelve months 

2. A new model of parenting support

3. New developments in child health, including a 

dedicated child health workforce

4. Reform of the Early Learning and Care (ELC) 

system, including a new funding model 

5. A package of measures to tackle early 

childhood poverty. 

The Irish Action Plan restates the current 

services, programmes and support in place 

across relevant government departments within 

the scope of the Child Guarantee. This includes 

Ireland’s commitments to addressing barriers 

to key services, including financial and non-

financial barriers to participation in early learning 

and care, the cost of access to healthcare, the 

availability of healthy meals in schools, and 

access to adequate accommodation for children 

in need. The Department of Children, Equality, 

Disability, Integration and Youth has established 

an EU/International Unit which acts as the Child 

Guarantee Coordinator.

 

“help all 
children 
to have 
the best 
start in life”

15 First Years First Priority: Early Childhood Development in Ireland, Country Profile 2021.

https://firstyearsfirstpriority.eu/resources/ireland-country-profile/


PUTTING EARLY CHILDHOOD AT THE HEART OF THE EUROPEAN CHILD GUARANTEE 7

Monitoring and accountability

Monitoring and accountability mechanisms, at national and EU level, must ensure that 
Member States do all they can to implement the Child Guarantee, with targeted measures 
and quantitative and qualitative targets for reaching children in need. Implementation  
of the Child Guarantee must ensure consistency with other key EU policy initiatives  
aimed at improving children’s lives, namely the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child,  
the European Care Strategy and the Revised Barcelona Targets on Early Childhood 
Education and Care.

AT NATIONAL LEVEL:

• National Parliaments can continually review and update National Action Plans and  
the use of domestic and EU financing to implement the Child Guarantee and ensure 
that implementation responds to children most in need. 

• The Child Guarantee National Coordinators can engage policy-makers, child experts 
and professionals, families and children themselves, caregivers, and civil society 
organisations in the development, implementation and monitoring of the National 
Action Plans. This should include bodies responsible for promoting social inclusion, 
equality, and children’s rights.

AT THE EU LEVEL:

• The European Parliament has an important role to play in scrutinising national efforts 
to implement the Child Guarantee, and ensure that implementation focuses on children 
in need, from their earliest years.  We welcome the establishment of the Working 
Group on the European Child Guarantee launched by the European Parliament 
Employment and Social Affairs Committee.

• The European Commission’s common monitoring framework for the Child Guarantee 
should include indicators on child poverty and exclusion, housing deprivation, access 
to early childhood education and care and nutrition which are disaggregated by age 
groups, and include children aged zero to three and zero to six. Additional indicators 
on maternal and child health, especially among vulnerable groups, would be important, 
such as indicators to measure access to quality pre- and post-natal care and support 
for all women and newborns/infants.
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THE PARTNERSHIP

First Years First Priority is a joint initiative of Eurochild and the International Step by Step Association (ISSA).  

We are the leading European networks representing the children’s rights and the early childhood sectors. Our 

partnership pools our respective strengths to campaign for the prioritisation of early childhood development in  

public policies across Europe. The European Public Health Alliance and Roma Education Fund are associate partners.

LEAD AUTHOR

Eurochild

THE CAMPAIGN

The First Years First Priority Campaign focuses 

on prioritising children from birth to six years, 

with special attention to the first 1.000 days, 

and is rooted in an understanding that, from 

the first day they are born, all children are 

rights holders — despite their dependency 

status. The Campaign advocates for more 

political visibility and resource allocation to 

early childhood, focusing especially on the 

most vulnerable children — such as Roma and 

Traveller children, children with disabilities, 

migrant and refugee children, children in or at 

risk of entering alternative care, and those living 

in extreme poverty. With these aims in mind, the 

campaign works to ensure that early childhood 

development (ECD) remains high on the political 

agenda, by building a strong community of 

advocates at the EU and national level.

NATIONAL COORDINATORS OF THE CAMPAIGN:

• Bulgaria — For Our Children Foundation and 

Trust for Social Achievement

• Finland — Central Union for Child Welfare

• France — Ensemble pour l’Éducation de la Petite 

Enfance

• Hungary — Family, Child, Youth Association 

• Ireland — Child Rights Alliance

• Portugal — Fundação Nossa Senhora do Bom 

Sucesso

• Romania — Step by Step Center for Education 

and Professional Development

• Serbia — Pomoc Deci

• Slovakia — Open Society Foundation Slovakia

• Spain — Plataforma de Infancia

STAY UP TO DATE

Subscribe to the newsletter  

to stay updated about the 

campaign

LEAD AUTHOR

Eurochild

https://firstyearsfirstpriority.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/social/easi
https://firstyearsfirstpriority.eu/the-campaign/
https://eurochild.secure.force.com/ECDSubscribe/
https://www.eurochild.org/
https://detebg.org/en/main-3/
https://socialachievement.org/en/
https://www.lskl.fi/
https://eduensemble.org/en/
http://www.csagyi.hu/
https://www.childrensrights.ie/
https://fnsbs.pt/
https://www.stepbystep.ro/
https://www.pomocdeci.org/en/
https://osf.sk/en/
https://www.plataformadeinfancia.org/

