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Europe’s youngest citizens: what services should they be entitled to?

Bronwen Cohen, Eurochild

Across the EU, a good education is seen as a universal right. But what services should pre-school children and their families be entitled to?

Over recent years, the EU has focused on ‘childcare’ services for working parents. In 2002, member states agreed the Barcelona targets for ‘childcare’ places for working parents: 35% for children from birth to three years and 90% for children aged three to six years. But these quantitative – and inadequately monitored – targets were unaccompanied by any qualitative conditions or guidance.

This narrow focus on ‘childcare’ from services which meet the needs of children in other ways serves Europe’s youngest citizens badly and exposes young children across Europe to considerable inequalities in their early years experience. For example, Sweden offers all children over the age of 12 months the right to a place in a service even if their parents are unemployed or on parental leave; in the UK, a child’s only entitlement is to a free part-time offer for all 3 and 4 year olds. These inequalities cut across the wholly admirable aspiration contained within the recent Communication by the European Commission “Towards an EU strategy on the Rights of the Child”, which proposes to “establish a comprehensive strategy to effectively promote and safeguard the rights of the child in internal and external policies”.

So why is the EU not helping rather than hindering the development of holistic approaches to supporting all young children? Children in Europe, a magazine published by a network of 11 national magazines across the EU, offers a forum for the exchange of ideas and practice on children from 0-10. Now, in association with EurochildAISBL, it is publishing a discussion paper asking whether services for young children should be operating within a common policy framework across the EU covering for example access, affordability, funding, pedagogical approach and qualifications and conditions of workers.

Such a framework does not require every country to follow precisely the same model but it does require a more coherent approach and one which recognises the importance of services from a perspective that is wider than parental employment or the prospects of children as future members of the workforce. The pre-school experience of children is now seen as crucial to their lifelong learning, health and happiness. Services have a role to play in offering safe space for children to play and enjoy the company of their peers, to learn about food and eating, to enjoy being active and to discover their communities. And many countries are trying to respond by developing a more child and family centred and integrated approach to developing services.

For further details visit www.childrenineurope.org: the magazine and the discussion paper are available in English, French, German, Italian, Catalan, Spanish, Swedish, Danish, Portuguese and Flemish.
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