Follow up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution ‘Children first 
– strengthening the Child Guarantee, two years on from its adoption’
1. Resolution tabled pursuant to Rules 132(2) and 136(5) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure
2. Reference numbers: 2023/2811 (RSP) / B9-0462/2023 / P9_TA(2023)0409
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 21 November 2023
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL)
5. Brief analysis and assessment of the resolution and requests made in it: 
This resolution is a continuation of earlier calls by the European Parliament to establish the European Child Guarantee (ECG) and to raise the level of ambition in its implementation. Back in 2017, the European Parliament requested the Commission to implement a preparatory action “Child Guarantee Scheme / Establishing a European child guarantee and financial support”.
The Commission’s proposal for Council Recommendation establishing a ECG was welcomed by the European Parliament in its resolution of 29 April 2021 (2021/2605 (RSP)), which also called on the Commission to examine the possibility of creating a European Authority for Children to support and monitor Member States’ implementation of the recommendation, coordinate national work, ensure the exchange of good practices and innovative solutions, and streamline reporting.
At later occasions – notably in its resolutions of 7 April 2022 on the EU’s protection of children and young people fleeing the war in Ukraine (2022/2618 (RSP)), of 5 October 2022 on the situation of Roma people living in settlements in the EU (2022/2662 (RSP)), and of 13 December 2022 on the equal rights for persons with disabilities (2022/2026 (INI)), the European Parliament called on the Member States and the Commission to urgently increase the funding for the European Child Guarantee by means of a dedicated budget of at least EUR 20 billion.
The above demands are repeated in the present resolution, notably in relation to financing and governance aspects. Most requests are, however, directed at the Member States, which should fully implement their national child guarantee action plans (by 11 December 2023 all Member States but Austria have adopted their action plans and submitted them to the Commission), support implementation of the action plans with strong monitoring mechanisms based on collection of robust data, increase investment in children. 
6. Response to the requests in the resolution and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
[bookmark: _Hlk152585286][bookmark: _Hlk152583581]As regards monitoring of child poverty (paragraph 4) and monitoring of implementation of the European Child Guarantee (ECG) Recommendation (paragraphs 5 and 6), a first version of an EU-wide monitoring framework was endorsed by the Social Protection Committee (SPC) on 28 November 2023. In line with paragraph 12 (d) of the Council Recommendation (EU) 2021/1004 of 14 June 2021 establishing a European Child Guarantee, this framework was developed jointly by the Indicator Subgroup of the SPC and the Commission, building predominantly on Eurostat data. Where gaps were identified (e.g., on number of children in alternative care), data from other sources were also used – checked, updated, and validated by the Indicator Subgroup delegates. The monitoring framework covers the key aspects of the European Child Guarantee Recommendation: the size of the target group; extent of the effective and free access to early childhood education and care, education and school-based activities, at least one healthy meal per school day, and healthcare; and extent of the effective access to healthy nutrition and adequate housing. The EU monitoring framework will feed into preparation of the biennial progress reports by Member States and will be available also to other stakeholders – including civil society organisations, and regional and local authorities. The adopted EU monitoring framework is complementary to the Social Scoreboard, and especially its indicator on child poverty, as it helps to grasp more precisely the situation of children at risk of poverty or social exclusion (AROPE). The Commission intends to support the work of the SPC to further develop the agreed monitoring framework by, among others, further drawing on national administrative data and enhancing their comparability.
As regards ensuring decent working conditions in early childhood education and care (paragraph 9), the Commission has released a policy brief prepared by the European Working group on early childhood education and care (ECEC) on addressing growing staff shortages in the ECEC sector, which are a major obstacle to increasing accessibility and quality of ECEC provision. The brief was prepared with the contributions of the social partners, the European Trade Union Committee for Education (ETUCE) and the European Public Service Union (EPSU). It highlights several measures, which should be taken at national and local levels to address these staff shortages. Those include:
(i) Offering motivating and dynamic career opportunities, looking at opportunities for professional development, career pathways, opportunities to take on different roles in an ECEC setting or context, including additional responsibilities, or leadership role, accompanied by the adequate remuneration level. 
(ii) Offering continuing professional development opportunities to all staff categories, as well as induction period and/or mentoring for new staff members.
(iii) Improving working conditions: reducing staff/ child ratio, increasing salaries and providing additional financial incentives, offering more child-free time to foster professional development and teamwork; offering more stable working hours and contractual status and a better working environment.
The Commission is committed to supporting social dialogue. This was confirmed by the recent Social dialogue review initiative, consisting of a Commission Communication on Strengthening social dialogue in the European Union of January 2023 (COM(2023) 40 final) and of the Council Recommendation of 12 June 2023 ((C/2023/1389)).
As regards allocating additional resources to support for children with disabilities, developmental delays and/ or special needs (paragraph 10), the Commission stresses that inclusive education has been put high on the EU education agenda. One of the six axes of the Commission Communication on Achieving the European Education Area by 2025 is dedicated to inclusive education and lifelong learning for all, starting with early childhood education and care. The Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030 shows the Commission’s commitment toward inclusive education and sets out its intention to support Member States to further develop their teacher education systems to address shortages of teachers in special needs education and competences of all education professionals to manage diversity in the classroom and develop inclusive education. The Council Recommendation on Pathways to School Success (2022/C 469/01) addresses the need to cater for the needs of learners at risk of exclusion, underachievement and early school leaving, including learners with disabilities.
In addition, the EU provides financial support to the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (EASNIE), which carries out analytical work and supports policy developments in the field of inclusive education. The Commission can also support the Member States in investments and reforms aimed at promoting inclusive education through the Recovery and Resilience Facility and the Technical Support Instrument (TSI). Several TSI projects have been carried out in cooperation with EASNIE in the latest years to combat disparities in access to inclusive education (countries concerned: Greece, France, Italy, Portugal, Spain). The Commission also offers practical guidance to teachers across the Member States through its School Education Platform training material.
As announced in the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child (COM/2021/142 final), and in the 2024 Commission Work Programme, in the first quarter of 2024 the Commission will issue a recommendation on developing and strengthening more integrated child protection systems. Besides making the child protection systems more focused on children’s needs, it will encourage inter-sectorial coordinated approach to child support. Notably, family separation should be prevented, and poverty should not be the only reason for placing children in care. Each child has the right to an adequate standard of living, and to equal opportunities, from the earliest stage of life. This is recalled in the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, in line with Articles 24 and 33 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. As stipulated in the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, the Commission supports upholding children's rights as an EU priority across policies.
As regards the Parliament’s call for a comprehensive and integrated anti-poverty strategy with a designated poverty reduction target (paragraph 19), the European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan (COM/2021/102 final) includes among its three targets for 2030 to reduce the number of persons at risk of poverty or social exclusion by at least 15 million compared to the 2019 levels, at least 5 million of whom should be children. 21 Member States have set their national targets on child poverty reduction and the Commission is supporting the Member States in their efforts to deliver on those targets, as well as on ensuring children’s right to adequate housing. The Action Plan, in addition to the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child and the European Child Guarantee recommendation, announced also the following measures aimed at reducing poverty: Council Recommendation on minimum income in 2022, launching a European Platform on Combating Homelessness and Affordable Housing Initiative, presenting Guidance Notices on Public Procurement of Innovation and on Socially Responsible Public Procurement and an EU report on access to essential services.
On the increasing in the funding for implementation of the European Child Guarantee recommendation and establishment of a dedicated budget of EUR 20 billion for 2021-2027 (paragraph 22), the Commission shares the European Parliament’s concerns about high levels of child poverty in the EU. The Commission considers that there is already a strong commitment and legal basis for the Member States to tackle child poverty via the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), notably via the thematic concentration requirement on addressing child poverty (Article 7(3) ESF+). This is set at 5% of the national envelopes for those Member States with an above EU average under 18 AROPE rate for the years 2017-2019, and an appropriate amount for all other Member States. It needs to be noted that EU funding cannot replace the national public funding, while it may serve as an important trigger for reforms. This funding has not yet been implemented by the Member States. In total for the 2021-2027 programming period, EUR 8,9 billion (including an EU amount of EUR 6.1 million) have been programmed to tackle child poverty through the Secondary Theme 6 “addressing child poverty” of ESF+. Extra amounts can be added up to this total, through the mainstreaming of measures targeting children across different programs. It is for instance the case for Slovenia and Slovakia which programmed EUR 0,6 billion for measures related to children in programs not referring to Secondary Theme 6.
As regards assessment of efficiency and consistency of spending on child-related policies (paragraph 23), the Commission stresses that encouraging synergies is part of ESF+ implementation ( Article 7.1 of the ESF+ Regulation provides that: “Member States and, where appropriate, the Commission shall foster synergies and ensure coordination, complementarity and coherence between the ESF+ and other Union funds, programmes and instruments”).
As regards possibilities of combining different EU Funds to finance policy measures benefitting children (paragraph 23), the Commission stresses that the ESF+ funding supporting the fight against child poverty is already reinforced by other EU funds. The Recovery and Resilience Facility as part of the “policies for the next generation” supports reforms and investments aiming at providing access to quality and inclusive education for children. Around EUR 8.4 billion of EU resources under the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) have been allocated to education, training and skills development across several policy objectives[footnoteRef:2]. In addition, other ERDF measures in the scope of social inclusion can also contribute to the fight against child poverty, for instance, in mainstream non-segregated housing, health and social care. The ERDF allocation for inclusive growth investments in the 2021-2027 programming period amounts to EUR 19.6 billion. [2:  	See further in the dedicated data story on cohesion policy support on education, training and skills: https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/Cohesion-policy-support-to-education-training-and-/jxir-9xbs ] 

The Commission remarks that the increasing cost of living (referred to in paragraph 23) may have an indirect impact of on the implementation of European Child Guarantee recommendation. Despite high inflation, Eurostat data show that the number of children at risk of poverty or social exclusion decreased in most Member States between 2021 and 2022 and remained broadly stable at EU level. Overall, the European Child Guarantee contributes to offsetting the impact of poverty on children’s life opportunities, thus indirectly addressing the causes of child poverty (which are also tackled through other instruments impacting on families’ income situation and labour market participation).
The Technical Support Instrument (paragraph 26) will remain available for the Member States to support reforms necessary to implement European Child Guarantee and to provide high quality services for children.
Regarding administrative burdens connected to investment in social infrastructure (paragraph 27), the Commission points out that the Delegated Act (EU)2023/1676 on Simplified Cost Options (SCOs) and Financing not Linked to Costs (FNLC) has introduced new EU-level unit costs and FNLC in several fields, including areas that can be relevant for the implementation of the European Child Guarantee, notably crises and emergency services for victims of domestic violence, and persons experiencing homelessness, and provision of in-home and community-based care services. In addition, since 2022 the Commission operates a Social Service Helpdesk to support Managing Authorities and social services operators in accessing and making best use of EU funding.
The Commission continues to support the Member States in their efforts to replace institutional alternative care with family settings and foster care (referred to in paragraph 28). The ESF+ works in alignment with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) to promote independent living. A horizontal enabling condition on the implementation and application of the UNCRPD has been set for all funds ruled by the Common Provision Regulation (CPR). Member State benefiting from ESF+ therefore must commit to a national framework to ensure the implementation of the UNCRPD. Furthermore, the Thematic Enabling Condition 4.6 established by the CPR on ERDF and ESF+ imposes on Member States to have national or regional strategic framework(s) for health and long care that contain ‘measures to promote community and family-based services through de-institutionalisation. The ESF+ Community of Practice on Social Inclusion set up by the Commission aims at guiding Managing Authorities in the Member States to better promote community-based care and services and to search for innovative solutions.
The Commission has called on Member States to use EU funds to support family and community-based services outside institutions, including by investing in the workforce and in peer support in communities, as well as accessible and disability-inclusive social housing, including for older persons with disabilities. The enabling conditions of the 2021-2027 Common Provisions Regulation include criteria to establish mechanisms and strategic frameworks to ensure compliance with the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights and the UNCRPD.
As regards the governance framework (paragraph 31), the Commission works closely with Child Guarantee Coordinators to encourage and support the implementation of the European Child Guarantee recommendation. As mandated by the European Child Guarantee recommendation, the Commission monitors progress in implementing the Guarantee, including its outcomes and the impact on children in need, also as part of the Social Scoreboard in the context of the European Semester.
On the possibility of establishing a European authority for children (paragraph 33), the Commission would first underline that the European Child Guarantee is not legally binding, thus the powers at EU level to establish any further governance layers are limited. Second, the Commission recalls that in line with the 2012 Joint Statement and Common Approach on Decentralised Agencies, the establishment of new agencies or ad hoc EU bodies should always be based on a comprehensive impact assessment carefully analysing the need for a new body, including its interaction with already existing entities. Pursuant to the Better Regulation Agenda, the process provides for all relevant alternatives to be considered, including whether the proposed new tasks or functions could be assigned to the Commission or to existing agencies or bodies to avoid potential overlaps between EU bodies and entities. In that regard, the Commission recalls that the activities listed in paragraph 33 of the resolution are currently conducted by the Commission. Moreover, the biennial progress reports by the Member States, together with application of the EU monitoring framework provide a robust basis for the Commission’s report to the Council, due in five years after adoption of the European Child Guarantee Recommendation. The Commission also remains committed to working jointly with the Social Protection Committee to further enhance the monitoring framework for the Guarantee.
As recalled in the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, the protection and promotion of the rights of the child is a core objective of the European Union. It cuts across all policy areas and forms a part of the core priorities of the European Commission, as set out in President von der Leyen’s Political Guidelines. When setting up the key deliverables of the Strategy, the Commission is making sure that the children’s rights perspective is mainstreamed in all relevant policies, legislation and funding programmes. Coordination is enhanced through the team of the Commission’s coordinator for the rights of the child. The Commission shares the objective to maximise the operational impact of the ambitious policies launched under this Strategy and has therefore set up coordination and monitoring mechanisms. In addition to the network of the European Child Guarantee Coordinators, the Commission has set up the EU Network on Children’s rights. It reinforces the dialogue and mutual learning between the EU, Member States, international and civil society organisations and stakeholders on children’s rights, and supports the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child. The Commission has also set up an EU Children’s Participation Platform. It is working towards a more systemic, coherent, meaningful, inclusive and safe approach to child participation, and involves children on the EU decision-making process.
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