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About the Project

Healthy from the Beginning is a project designed and implemented by
International Step by Step Association in cooperation with the European Public
Health Alliance, the Institute for Development Policies (Romania) and Skola
dokoran (Wide Open School-Slovakia).

It was developed to address the lower access to health, social and early childhood
development services, of vulnerable Roma children, especially from birth to 3
years of age. The project aims to promote a comprehensive and holistic approach
towards early childhood development and tackle issues faced by Roma children
in Slovakia and Romania. Although, its activities focused on those two countries,
the project outcomes are relevant for improving early childhood development
services across EU Member States and make them more inclusive and sustainable.

“Healthy from the beginning” advances the role of health mediators in
promoting a holistic policy response to early childhood development, as a
major social determinants of health. The project approach is built on the
guiding principles described in the Nurturing Care Framework for early
childhood development promoted by the World Health Organization:
eThe child’s right to survive and thrive: the obligation to protect children rights
and ensuring their family care

eLeave no child behind: universal coverage and reaching out to the most
vulnerable groups

eFamily-centered care: support to families in provision of nurturing care

*A whole-of-society approach: demand for a concerted effort and an engagement
of all sectors of society

*Whole-of-government action: policies across all sectors, inter-agency
coordination.
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The first thousand days of life matter equally
for Roma children

The first thousand days of a child’s life are crucial for their optimal devel-
opment and the realization of their full potential. The lack of adequate
conditions such as nutrition, quality healthcare and prevention services,
vaccination, affordable medicines, learning activity and safety have long-
term consequences on children’s physical and mental development, re-
sulting in social and health inequalities affecting the rest of their lives.

This is particularly relevant for Roma, not only the largest ethnic minority in
Europe but also the most marginalized and disadvantaged community. Roma
children face unequal treatment in many areas of their lives and poor access to
rights and services resulting in severe levels of inequalities between Roma and
non-Roma in terms of health, education, living conditions, safety and child pro-
tection. These disparities should be tackled from the earliest years of life through
a comprehensive policy framework for Early Childhood Development (ECD) ad-
dressing all the factors responsible for the inequalities which Roma experience.

Despite the Eu-

ropean  Commis- [ E—

sion Recommen-

dations! issued A survey released by the Fundamental Rights Agency revealed
in 2013 calling that 90% of Roma children live at risk of poverty and social
on EU Member exclusion. They are often exposed to generational poverty

States to “tackle
child poverty and
social exclusion

through integrated
strategies” Roma malnutrition weakening their physical and mental health,

affecting Roma families’ ability to provide children with
good conditions for their children’s development. 50% of
Roma children face notable nutritional risks and suffer from

children are still reducing opportunities for healthy growth and development.
being left behind.

In 2013 the Euro- Poverty and employment: the situation of Romain 11 Member

pean Commission States
called on Mem- (Fundamental Rights Agency , 2014)
ber States to fo-

cus specifically on

children who face

an increased risk of poverty and social exclusion, such as Roma, to strength-
en their rights and to put their well-being in the heart of all relevant pol-
icies. However, their situation have not changed and European Union goals
for combating the vicious cycle of poverty and deprivation have not been
reached which has been confirmed by the results of the survey released by
FRA showing alarming rates of poverty and exclusion among Roma children.

Roma communities and other vulnerable groups are disproportionately affect-
ed by poverty and exclusion because of the unequal treatment they receive in
accessing their rights and services. Tackling the poverty and social exclusion
which deprives children of the right conditions for their healthy growth and
development requires a comprehensive approach addressing the core factors
responsible for the multiple challenges that Roma face across Europe, regard-
less of the economic situation of the country.? Positive impacts can be achieved

1 fhttps:é/Neur—Iex.europa.eu/IegaI—content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:3201 3HO0112&-
rom=


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013H0112&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013H0112&from=EN
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when all the factors responsible for the poor socio-economic situation of Roma
children and their families are acknowledged and addressed through sustain-
able policies, including stronger guarantees for child rights and protection, en-
abling them to grow in a safe and nurturing environment and equitable society.

A Comprehensive Early Childhood Development Policy
Framework - an imperative for combating social exclusion of
Roma

The period during pregnancy and first the first three years of a child’s life are
critically important and have long-term impact, because they provide the foun-
dation for life-long health and well-being of each individual and society as
a whole. This is a unique period of opportunity when the foundations of op-
timum health, growth, and neuro-development across the lifespan are estab-
lished.?This is a time when brain cells grow in abundance and learning is essen-
tial for the child’s mental development and its cognitive capacity in adulthood.

The first years of life can
equally be the time of
_ great vulnerability when
foundations of a lifelong

“An integrated, holistic support for Early Childhood inequalities are laid. A

Development, which tackles the long-term political, child raised in a safe,
social, economic and environmental factors affecting healthy, and stimulating
Roma communities is essential to foster social cohesion environment has better
and break the vicious spiral of poor health that both opportunities for a suc-

cessful life compared to
one living in deprivation
and social exclusion.

contributes to and results in poverty and socio-economic
exclusion, particularly for Roma families.”

To be effective, early
childhood development
requires an inclusive,
green* comprehensive, and holistic policy framework focusing on the age from
birth to 3 that addresses child’s development, health and well-being. It should
assess and successfully meet the needs of Roma as well as other vulnerable chil-
dren in healthcare and focus on prevention, safety, responsive caregiving, learn-
ing activities and brain stimulation.

(European Public Health Alliance)

It should tackle the key factors which cause the multiple gaps between Roma
and non-Roma in pivotal areas of their lives, with an additional and specif-
ic focus on racism in its all dimensions and combatting discrimination against
vulnerable young children and their families. Improved cooperation between
relevant policy makers, public institutions, healthcare, social and educational
services can increase the efficiency of ECD policies. It should serve the great-
est interest of the child and provide holistic support to their parents and fam-
ilies to overcome the inequity, poverty and social injustice they experience.

4 htltlps://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/european-green-deal/
call_en


https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/european-green-deal/call_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/european-green-deal/call_en
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Why focus now on Early Childhood Development for the
youngest and most vulnerable?

The unprecedented crisis provoked by COVID-19 has had disproportionate so-
cio-economic consequences for Roma, who already experience deep and gen-
erational poverty, live in substandard conditions and face higher levels of envi-
ronmental pollution,® creating multiple risks for child development and healthy
growth. The pandemic has highlighted the levels of inequalities faced by Roma
children and their parents and the impact of structural discrimination against
Roma communities across Europe.

Lockdowns of entire Roma settlements located in segregated areasin many Eastern
and Central European countries have isolated Roma in a crucial time when health
protection, prevention and participation in the labour market were most needed.
Such measures deprived Roma families and children from access to healthcare
and prevention programmes, social services, vaccination, timely medical inter-
ventions and fol-

low-up care raising |GG
further health risks

for pregnant Roma Investing in early childhood development (ECD) is one of
women, their ba- the best investments a country can make to boost economic
bies and young
children. The loss
of parents’ liveli-
hoods and profes-
sional  activities, (The World Bank)
increased risk of

unemployment or

precarious work exacerbated by the pandemic have long-term consequences
for child development and decrease opportunities for safe, healthy and optimal
growth. Levels of discrimination, hate crimes and hate speech against Roma com-
munities intensified during the crisis highlighting the results of poor public com-
mitment to combat the structural discrimination against Roma which continues
to exist despite the development of strategies for Roma inclusion at European
and national level.

growth, promote peaceful and sustainable societies, and
eliminate extreme poverty and inequality.

This public health crisis and its social and economic effects on the most vulner-
able have shown the “human and financial costs of inaction.”® The lack of ade-
guate social and public investment in Roma communities and other vulnerable
groups across Europe have also deepened the pandemic’s effects on society as
a whole. Such consequences are avoidable and preventable through policy mea-
sures treating many core issues simultaneously faced by Roma and other vulner-
able groups, including structural discrimination and child rights protection. In this
regard, the prioritization of ECD with focus on vulnerable children should be part
of any EU recovery plan.

Furthermore, the holistic early development of Roma children needs to be specif-
ically addressed within the post-2020 National Roma Strategies and must include
assessment, concrete action plans, timelines, and measurable indicators and
progress monitoring of all aspects crucial for healthy development and described
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n the Nurturing Care Framework:” healthy nutrition, health, early learning, safe-
guarding and child protection and responsive parenting.

Recommendations on Key Areas of a
Comprehensive ECD Policy Framework

A comprehensive ECD Policy Framework for addressing the needs of vulnerable
children, including Roma under the age of 3, can break the cycle of poverty and
marginalization of entire generations; ensure healthy lives for the future gener-
ations and provide them with equal opportunities to realize their full potential,
increasing common well-being and prosperity. Moreover, ECD is recognized as a
strategic factor for social cohesion, equality and sustainable development of so-
cieties and economies, necessary for achieving the 2030 UN Agenda for Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs). A comprehensive ECD Policy Framework pro-
motes equal opportunities for those in vulnerable situation and can contribute
to combatting inequalities between and within countries (SDG10), eradicating
poverty (SDG1), promoting gender equalities (SDG5) as well as reaching global
targets in health (SDG 3.2), nutrition (SDG 2.2), education (SDG 4.2) and protec-
tion (SDG 16.2).2

The Nurturing Care Frame-

I work, launched globally
by the World Health Orga-

Nurturing care refers to conditions created by public nization in 2018, provides
policies, programmes, and services. These conditions a very sound foundation
for policy development
across countries aiming to
advance early childhood
development, especially in

enable communities and caregivers to ensure
children’s good health and nutrition and protect them
from threats. Nurturing care also means giving young

children opportunities for early learning, through the first thousand days of
interactions that are responsive and emotionally a child’s life.® Promoting
supportive. a Nurturing Care-focused

(WHO, Nurturing Care Framework) ~ ECD Policy Framework is
one of the most effective

ways to ensure the equal

access to rights and ser-
vices for vulnerable children, reduce socio-economic gaps between population
groups and advance social inclusion of Roma and other vulnerable children. Ac-
cess to quality, equitable, inclusive, and integrated, child-and-family-focused ser-
vices from the beginning of child’s life contributes to solving major social and
economic issues such as child and generational poverty, reduce inequalities and
combat exclusion. It will further prevent socio-economic crisis across Europe and
contributes to the creation of more cohesive, inclusive and open societies.

9 fl;ttps://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/1 0665/272603/9789241514064-eng.pd-
?ua=1


https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/272603/9789241514064-eng.pdf?ua=1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/272603/9789241514064-eng.pdf?ua=1
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1.Young children’s good health and well-being

Access to quality healthcare and prevention services, including vaccination is an
essential factor for a child’s optimal development and well-being. Article 35 of
the European Charter for Fundamental Rights guarantees the right to medical
treatment and preventive services which are crucial for ensuring the best condi-
tions for child’s healthy growth and development. The right to “timely access to
affordable, preventive and curative care of good quality” is a principle promot-
ed within the European Pillar of Social Rights promoting social and economic
rights across the European Union. This principle is particularly relevant for Roma
children who are more vulnerable to health inequalities from the earliest years
of their lives and should guide national policy frameworks for early childhood
development.

e Every child must enjoy equal access to quality healthcare, including reg-
ular pediatric visits, consultations with nutritionists, psychologists and
health professionals, regardless of the ethnic, social or administrative
status of their parents.

e International, Euro-
pean, and nation-

al legally binding ) . .
Comprehensive ECD policies and strategies that

agreements set
a legal basis for include health as a specific pillar produce sustainable
guaranteeing child effects in health as a whole and will further
rights and protec- contribute to addressing the gender dimension of
tion. Therefore,

. health inequalities and reduce social disparities
early childhood de- 9 P

velopment of Roma
children can by im-
proved through stronger child’s rights protection, including equal access
to social and economic rights which are essential for breaking the cycle
of health inequalities across Europe.

between Roma and non-Roma.

e National policy-makers should provide stronger guarantees for vulnera-
ble children’s rights to healthcare and prevention by ensuring the avail-
ability, accessibility, and affordability of health and prevention services,
access to vaccination and medicines, and better protection against dis-
crimination.

e Given the gap in health between Roma and non-Roma women,*® Roma
mothers should have equal access to pre- and post-natal care enabling
the monitoring of mothers’ health and child’s physical development
during pregnancy regardless of the health coverage of the pregnant
woman.

e Universal Health Coverage has an indispensable function for improving
access to health and prevention services, especially for socially disadvan-
taged groups such as Roma highly vulnerable to poor health. Therefore,
Universal Health Coverage can insure the access to certain packages of
healthcare and prevention services which provide essential support to
reduce health inequalities affecting vulnerable groups, including Roma.
These packages must include pre and post-natal care for vulnerable wom-
en to provide better conditions for babies and children’s development.
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e Mental health of children and their parents, in particular those at risk
of poverty and social exclusion, requires a holistic approach, including
human rights protection.

e Psychological support for pregnant Roma women, parents, and children
should be provided without stigma or discrimination.

e Reproductive rights and family planning services should be accessible
and affordable for all will improve sexual education among Roma parents
and prevent teenage pregnancy and birth.

e Prevention aimed at detecting any eventual developmental delay or
non-communicable disease should be guaranteed for all. National au-
thorities must allocate public funds to ensure the availability and afford-
ability of such services, in particular for Roma children living in segregat-
ed and under-developed areas, where they are exposed to harmful living
conditions, increasing health risks.

e National Roma Inclusion Strategies should provide monitoring mecha-
nisms to better address children’s access to healthcare, reduce health
risks faced by children and providing adequate policy responses to health
inequalities between Roma and non-Roma.

e EU Member States must ensure objective assessment of the needs of
children from vulnerable groups in pivotal sectors such as childcare, pre-
vention services, nutrition, housing and infrastructure, that influence
child’s health status. By involving a large variety of actors such as region-
al and local authorities, academia, civil society organizations, advocates
and health and education professionals and mediators, better assess-
ment child’s needs will be carried out and their needs better met.

2.Young children’s nutrition

A child’s first three years represents a critical stage when malnutrition and
nutritional risks have calamitous consequences for their physical and mental
health and development.

I european  and  national

policy makers should

80% of Roma households are at risk of poverty guarantee children’s and
compared with 17% in the rest of the European parents’ access to socio-
population, illustrating the levels of inequalities economic rights, without
between Roma and non-Roma. Poor income or the discrimination. They

must implement targeted

actions working towards
capacity to afford food and provide healthy nutrition eradicating  generational

lack of financial resources impacts Roma families’

for their children. As a result 30% of Roma children live poverty by reducing
in households where someone goes to bed hungry. the gap in employment
between Roma and non-

Roma through the Euro-
Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination pean Semester. Ensur-

Survey Roma — Selected findings ing better distribution

Fundamental Rights Agency (2016) of wealth should be a
top priority for national
social protection systems.
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National policy makers must take adequate measures to combat child’s pov-
erty leading to malnutrition; reduce nutritional risks by creating holistic
programmes with adequate funding to support families at risk, including Roma.
These programmes must be in line with major European policies, such as the
European Child Guarantee, to provide an effective response to child poverty and
deprivation which result in greater nutritional risks and malnutrition, especially
amongst Roma children.

e Tackling child poverty should become a national priority in line with SDGs
1and 2.

e Reducing the employment gap between Roma and non-Roma as well as
precariousness in employment faced by these communities should be
recognized and addressed as an effective way to provide children with
better opportunities for healthy diets and growth.

e National authorities must explore the feasibility and promote universal
access to basic income for reducing poverty among Roma and other vul-
nerable groups in order to increase their capacity to afford healthy diets,
especially for pregnant women and children under the age of three.

e Roma parents must be supported to be able to provide healthy nutrition
for pregnant women, babies and children under the three years of age.
This should be advanced as a way of decreasing child’s stunting, mal-
nutrition or obesity and reduce vulnerability to non-communicable dis-
eases. Specific attention must be paid to those living in segregated and
isolated areas facing multiple obstacles in strategic areas of life.

e National awareness-raising campaigns about diversified healthy nutrition
for pregnant women and children under 3 should be organized and tar-
get women from vulnerable groups, caregivers, and health professionals,
especially those working in primary care, pre and post-natal care sectors.
Mothers and health professionals should be fully informed of the pos-
itive impact on their children’s health and well-being, and they should
be adequately supported to overcome eventual challenges. They must
receive adequate information provided by a nutritionist about healthy
diets during pregnancy and breastfeeding.

3.Responsive caregiving
The care young children re-

Ve It ROme I Vil Or i

survival and healthy mental

development. Responsive- The earliest interaction between parents and
ness, emotional stimulation,
and appropriate interaction
between parents and children
have multiple benefits for the with the others, defining their capacity to create
child, including its cognitive trusting relationships later in life.
and emotional development,

learning capacity, as well as

prevention of diseases and child mortality.

children impact their cognitive, social and
emotional development, and model interactions

The situation is more complex when referring to households facing multiple
social and economic challenges such as child poverty and exclusion. Increased
levels of stress, anxiety, depression and trauma linked to employment precari-
ousness weaken parents’ and caregivers’ ability to meet their child’s basic needs;
forced evictions and house demolition as well as discrimination and anti-Gypsy-
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ism have severe effects on responsive caregiving and parents’ interaction with
children affecting their mental health and well-being. Therefore, timely actions
are needed to provide support to parents in vulnerable situations and strengthen
their capacities to respond to their child’s signals in a responsive and caring way.

e Diverse parenting support programmes should be provided to all par-
ents. Those experiencing teenage pregnancy and parenthood must re-
ceive specific support in order to build their responsive parenthood ca-
pacities. These programs need to be inclusive and comprehensive and
should be provided without discrimination and bias.

e Training and learning opportunities aiming to support parents learn how
to interact and engage with their children, with a particular emphasis on
recognizing the child’s individual needs and establishing secure emotion-
al connections (attachment), are crucial.

e Parents, especially mothers, living in poverty must be provided with pro-
fessional support to help manage stress, anxiety and other mental health
issues that may influence the quality of interaction and communication
with the child and their capacities to appropriately respond to child’s
needs.

e Empower parents in their parenting roles and support families of young
children starting from pregnancy to increase their parental well-being

e For ensuring frequent and quality interaction and communication with
their children from birth to 3 years old, single parents and those in prison
must receive support proportional to their specific needs and challenges.

e Foster families taking care of Roma children must receive adequate train-
ing to provide children with healthy, nurturing and safe environments
and meet their emotional needs.

4.Child safety and protection

Poor infrastructure, substandard living conditions, and environmental pollution
are frequently found in Roma settlements, which are also ethnically segregated.

I | formal
settlements

EU Member States have failed to combat substandard living antd (Sngr?'h
ated neign-
conditions in Roma settlements despite the European Framework & & .
bourhoods in
for National Roma Integration Strategies defining access to housing Eastern and
as a strategic area of policy intervention. In many countries Central Euro-
substandard living conditions have become a pretext for systemic pean coun-
forced evictions and house demolition without providing Roma tn?:lsﬁ C?mps
families with sustainable alternatives for accommodation and :?eas ?aténg
shelter, exposing Roma children to major safety threats and danger commodating
as well as homelessness. Travellers) in
Western Eu-

rope are often

Letters from the Commissioner of Human Rights, Council of Europe to  located at the
Albania, Bulgaria, France, Hungary, Italy, Serbia & Sweden, 2016 cities’ out-

skirts, where
Roma people,
pushed to the margins of society, are greatly exposed to environmental hazards
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raising health risks, especially for pregnant women and young children.!

Lack of access to clean water and sanitation, lack of paved streets, pavements,
and traffic regulation in segregated areas deprive Roma children of adequate pro-
tection. Roma settlements are often lacking basic public services such as regular
garbage collections, safe connections to electricity power grids, heating systems
or public transportation raising severe risks for children and their parents, in-
cluding domestic accidents, or the spread of communicable diseases, further ad-
versely affecting their physical and mental development and well-being.? Over-
crowded housing and the lack of basic equipment create further risk for Roma
children and increase their exposure to poor health and domestic accidents.

Forced evictions and house demolitions leaving many parents and children
homeless, further harm children’s development and healthy growth. Evictions
and house demolition must be accompanied by concrete measures to ensure
access to proper housing where Roma children can enjoy a safe and healthy liv-
ing environment. Such actions must be part of a human rights-oriented strategy
for combating structural discrimination in housing (ethnic segregation), environ-
ment (environmental discrimination), and urbanism. Implementing such mea-
sures from the earliest years of life is a precondition for ensuring the safety of
Roma children.

e National and local authorities must focus on child safety and work in an
integrated manner across different sectors including environment, ur-
banism, housing, education, health, and employment. This work should
also address access to public services such as clean water and sanitation,
garbage collection and public transportation.

e EU Member States should provide stronger guarantees enabling regis-
tration at birth for Roma children by adopting legal provisions preventing
statelessness among Roma. All Roma children must be registered at birth
and provided with relevant and valid documents they need to exercise
their social, economic and political rights.

e Addressing the higher density of population in segregated settlements,
overcrowded housing and substandard living conditions, increasing risks
of domestic accidents and communicable diseases, should be a priority
for national and local policy makers to ensure the protection of Roma
children. National authorities must tackle these issues by promoting ac-
cess to adequate housing, including basic equipment and facilities for
Roma families in non-segregated areas.

e Roma parents at increased risk of poverty and material deprivation must
be eligible for social and financial support through relevant social policies
to prevent children’s placement in childcare institutions due to poverty.

e National and local authorities must provide Roma children with adequate
public playing areas accessible to children and parents with disabilities;
green space and vegetation in their living areas.

e Discriminatory practices, child abuse, verbal and physical violence against
Roma children in caregiving facilities must be investigated and prose-
cuted according to national legislation guaranteeing children’s rights.
Stronger guarantees for child protection will contribute to building trust
among parents and providers.

11 https://eeb.org/library/pushed-to-the-wastelands-environmental-racism-against-ro-
ma-communities-in-central-and-eastern-europe/

12 https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/social_determinants/docs/2014_roma_
health_report_es_en.pdf
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https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/social_determinants/docs/2014_roma_health_report_es_en.pdf
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e National Roma Integration Strategies should include measurable gender
equality indicators and targets and provide mechanisms for their prog-
ress monitoring.

e National legislation should provide stronger guarantees for women and
girls protection against human rights violation, sexual and domestic vio-
lence and have strict policies for child’s rights protection, including sexu-
al abuse, human trafficking and child exploitation.

e Child protection, health and educational authorities should react in these
cases and protect women and children from violence without bias and
discrimination.

e Different parenting support programmes should be provided to facilitate
a child’s responsive upbringing and to promote non-harsh disciplinary
measures.

5.Early Learning

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) services for children under three years
of age are not part of compulsory education. However, high quality ECEC should
become an integral part of the policy solutions to combat Roma exclusion and
must provide Roma with the support required to overcome the multiple disadvan-

tages which

I <2 to 2 no-

table gap in
The benefits of attending quality programmes for children’s education.B
development are well-proven. Often provided in caregiving settings National
following national programmes in the field, they include public or authorities
private nurseries, family-day care centres, community centres and m u s t
playgroups, and can play a pivotal role to ensure Roma children’s design and
inclusion in the education system, as well as later in adulthood for i mp leme nt
access to employment and housing. high ~quality

ECEC pro-

grammes
based on a comprehensive ECD policy framework, with clear governance and dis-
tribution of competences and responsibilities. Such programmes must promote
cooperation and coordination between all relevant Ministries, public administra-
tion and services at national and local levels to improve social inclusion from the
first years of life. Special attention should be paid to parents and children from
disadvantaged communities and vulnerable groups to ensure that they can be
involved in policy design and implementation, to respond to their specific needs.
In parallel special attention should be paid to the quality of the home learning
environment and the implementation of different measures and support for its
enrichment.

e National ECEC systems should prevent ethnic segregation and include
measures for desegregation targeting segregated ECEC facilities.

e Settlements with predominantly Roma populations must be well served
by public transportation connecting children and parents with créches
and kindergartens in non-segregated areas. Such measures must pro-
mote and facilitate the child’s enrolment in non-segregated ECEC set-
tings.

13 https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2014-roma-survey-dif-educa-
tion-1_en.pdf
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e Parents must be provided with learning opportunities (formal and
non-formal) to increase their understanding of ECD and children’s needs
(especially from birth to 3 years of age). Awareness- raising campaigns
designed by parents, educational mediators and ECEC professionals can
further contribute to the sensitization of parents about the importance
of early learning and benefits of stimulating home environment ECEC.
Such campaigns may include good practices promoting successful part-
nership between national and local authorities, ECEC staff and parents
from vulnerable groups.

e EU Member States must promote quality ECEC, including well-qualified
and culturally sensitive and diverse professionals and practitioners pro-
viding high quality services and ensue that they have further professional
development opportunities for improving the quality of ECEC services,
especially those working in settings with predominantly Roma children.

e ECEC staff must be well prepared to interact with children living in pover-
ty and those who cannot afford basic materials such as books, toys and
other brain stimulation tools at home. ECEC staff have a strategic role in
creating a playful environment to develop the communication, cognitive,
social and emotional skills, and children’s physical and mental well-be-
ing. Inappropriate relationships, including stigma or prejudice can have
a negative impact on child’s perception of society and their relationships
in adulthood.

e National funds should be allocated to improving the accessibility and
quality of ECEC services, especially for children living in isolated and/or
segregated areas (rural areas, formal/informal settlements), and to en-
abling meaningful cross-sectoral cooperation between all relevant public
sectors.

e Stigma and discrimination against Roma children in access to ECEC facili-
ties or participating in such programs must be fully investigated and pros-
ecuted according to national legislation guaranteeing children’s rights.

Conclusion

The first three years of life are vital for child’s physical growth and physiological
development. Children deserve and should be provided with optimal conditions
to realize their full potential. They need access to health and prevention, healthy
nutrition; responsive caregiving, early learning as well as safety and security.
Many parents and carers struggle to provide favourable conditions for their chil-
dren’s development because they face greater exposure to poor health, inade-
quate housing, inter-generational poverty, poor access to education, discrimina-
tion and in many cases, violence.

Without early intervention and adequate support for parents, caregivers, fami-
lies and communities, these children have limited opportunities and poor chanc-
es in every aspect of life compared to their peers raised in better conditions. They
become vulnerable to poverty, poor physical and mental health, non-commu-
nicable diseases, and shorter life expectancy. Therefore, investing in vulnerable
children is the most efficient way to promote an equitable society by eradicat-
ing generational poverty and inequalities. This will also boost economic growth
through increasing individual competitiveness and productivity.
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