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Participation [SE, RO, IT, DE]
“Decision-makers make us feel like 

our involvement is useless because we 
keep making the same request, it’s not 
implemented, and the same thing happens 
again.”— Girl, 15 years old, Kosovo 

ServiKid/Dein München Youth Team 
in its statement in the progress report: 
“We want to participate and have good 
ideas! Take us seriously! Listen to us!”

In terms of ensuring meaningful child and youth 

involvement, Sweden’s consultations revealed that 

young people were largely unaware of the ECG, 

emphasising the need for age-appropriate information 

and outreach.249 Germany highlights challenges in 

incorporating children’s views due to the complexity of 

the NAP and perceived distance of political processes 

from their lived realities.250 Finland continues to develop 

“child impact assessments” and pilot “child-oriented 

budgeting” to systematically integrate children’s 

perspectives into decision-making and resource 

allocation.251 Romania recognises that ensuring active 

and inclusive participation of children is a “premise for 

ensuring added value” to effective implementation.252

In essence, the “lessons learned” emphasise that 

while commitment to meeting the ECG objectives 

is present, transforming strategic plans into 

tangible, equitable, and sustainable improvements 

for children requires overcoming entrenched 

structural, financial, and administrative obstacles.

Moving forward, the effectiveness of the ECG will 

depend on countries’ abilities to strengthen cross-

sectoral and intergovernmental cooperation, develop 

transparent, disaggregated data systems linked to 

clear targets, and ensure stable, flexible investment 

that supports local adaptation. Crucially, progress also 

requires embedding the voices and lived experiences 

of children and young people throughout all stages 

of the policy cycle—from design to delivery to 

evaluation—not as a procedural add-on, but as a core 

driver for more inclusive and accountable governance.

4.4 Spotlight on 
Enlargement countries
Child poverty remains a pressing challenge in the EU 

enlargement countries, particularly across the Western 

Balkans and Eastern Partnership regions. Countries 

such as Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 

Montenegro, Serbia, and Ukraine - while making 

progress towards EU membership - continue to face 

child poverty rates that often exceed the EU average. 

In these contexts, limited social protection systems, 

fragile institutional frameworks, constrained public 

budgets, and systemic inequalities further exacerbate 

the situation, especially for the most marginalised 

children, including Roma, children with disabilities, and 

those living in rural or conflict-affected areas. 253, 254, 255

The role and relevance of 
the Child Guarantee
The ECG, while not yet institutionalised in enlargement 

countries, has already inspired reforms. Albania’s 

Social Protection Strategy for 2024–2030 explicitly 

references ECG principles and aims to develop child-

focused budgeting, with emphasis on Roma children 

and those in large families.256 Kosovo has reformed its 

Social Assistance Scheme to eliminate discriminatory 

eligibility rules and expanded early childhood 

development centres in underserved areas. 257

In Ukraine, the ECG is becoming an important 

advocacy tool and guiding framework for child-

sensitive recovery and social reform. It provides the 

blueprint for aligning humanitarian needs with long-

term EU integration goals. Despite significant funding 

constraints, the Ukrainian government and civil 

society are attempting to incorporate the ECG into the 

reform agenda and the EU accession negotiations.258



Table 26. Examples of interventions

COUNTRY INTERVENTION

ALBANIA
The 2024–2030 Social Protection Strategy, which includes targeted cash benefits for large families, 
and initiatives focusing on early childhood development and inclusive education. This strategy aligns 
with ECG principles and is supported by budget transparency and child-sensitive allocations. 259

BIH
Save the Children and UNICEF have supported municipal-level child protection services and 
piloted integrated service models that combine health, education, and social care. Though 
national coordination remains weak, local innovations show potential for scale-up. 260

KOSOVO

The 2024 reform of the Social Assistance Scheme, removed exclusionary eligibility rules and 
increased outreach to vulnerable families. The country also hosts over 27 community-based Early 
Childhood Care and Development centres, co-funded by international donors, that provide inclusive, 
multilingual early education, especially for Roma, Ashkali and Egyptian communities. 261

MONTENEGRO
Introduction of Roma mediators in schools and the provision of social cards to improve access to welfare 
benefits have helped improve outreach and targeting of services to marginalised children. There are also EU-
funded programmes focused on expanding preschool access and improving nutrition standards in schools. 262

SERBIA

The deinstitutionalisation process through the expansion of foster care, the development of 
inclusive education strategies, and the decentralisation of social services. The government 
also operates a child allowance scheme targeted at families in poverty and is implementing 
Roma inclusion programmes under the EU-supported IPA framework. 263

UKRAINE

Numerous civil society-led child consultations have informed municipal recovery strategies, notably 
in cities like Mykolaiv. The country is also progressing with the Better Care reform agenda to reduce 
institutionalisation and promote family- and community-based care. Though implementation is constrained 
by conflict and displacement, these initiatives lay the groundwork for a post-war ECG structure. 264

Structural challenges and systemic gaps
Despite these efforts, significant challenges persist. Many enlargement countries have underfunded or donor-dependent 

social protection systems. In Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina, for instance, service provision often relies on external 

aid, and capacities remain weak.265 For the fourth consecutive year, Ukraine’s state budget currently operates with a 50% 

deficit, with most social programmes financed through international assistance. These fiscal realities limit the scope of 

reform and sustainability. 266

Inadequate data collection and monitoring further hamper effective policy design. Kosovo’s child poverty data, for instance, 

has not been updated since 2019.267 Moreover, marginalised groups—including Roma children, children with disabilities, and 

those in rural or post-conflict areas—continue to face structural exclusion from education, healthcare, and housing.
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Box 12. A structured EU approach to addressing 
child poverty in enlargement countries

To meaningfully address child poverty in enlargement countries, the EU can take 

a more strategic and structured approach, building on the principles of the ECG 

and aligning with the EU’s enlargement and neighbourhood policies.

First, mainstreaming child poverty reduction within the EU accession process is critical. Specific 

indicators and benchmarks on child poverty should be integrated into Chapters 19 (Social Policy 

and Employment), 23 (Judiciary and Fundamental Rights), and 24 (Justice, Freedom and Security) of 

the acquis. This can include requiring countries to adopt national child poverty reduction strategies 

aligned with ECG principles and to report on progress as part of regular enlargement monitoring.

Second, the EU should prioritise child-focused investments through its pre-accession funding 

instruments. IPA should include earmarked funding for child poverty reduction, mirroring the 5% 

allocation to addressing child poverty seen in ESF+ for EU Member States. This funding should 

support both service delivery (e.g. early education centres, school meal programmes, child health 

outreach) and capacity building (e.g. training, data systems, integrated service delivery models).

Third, the EU should offer technical assistance and knowledge sharing. Enlargement countries 

often lack the administrative capacity or experience to design integrated child poverty strategies. 

A dedicated technical support facility could offer assistance with ECG-inspired national action 

planning, budgeting, data collection, and programme design. Joint learning platforms, twinning with 

EU Member States, and access to ECG monitoring tools could be integrated into this facility.

Fourth, the EU should strengthen the role of civil society and children themselves. Support should be 

expanded for national and local NGOs to participate in ECG-inspired planning and monitoring, particularly 

those working with marginalised communities. Children’s voices should also be systematically included in EU-

supported dialogues and programme development, using tools like child consultations and advisory councils.

Finally, the EU should mainstream child rights and poverty into the Ukraine Facility and other 

reconstruction funding. For countries in conflict or post-conflict recovery, like Ukraine, child poverty 

must be a visible and funded priority within broader recovery frameworks. A child rights and wellbeing 

lens must guide investments in housing, education, mental health, and family support systems.
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4.5 Recommendations: 
strengthening the Child 
Guarantee and EU Action
If fully and effectively implemented, the ECG holds the 

profound potential to be a “game-changer” for children 

across Europe.268 Its transformative power stems 

from its ability to break the cycle of intergenerational 

poverty and social exclusion. As part of the EU Social 

agenda objectives, the upcoming plan to strengthen 

the ECG presents a unique opportunity to make this 

vision a reality. Drawing on concrete lessons from 

national implementation, there is now a clear roadmap: 

strengthen multi-level governance, invest in sustainable 

and equitable service delivery, embed meaningful child 

participation, and build robust monitoring systems 

that hold governments accountable. The experiences 

across Member States already point the way.

Building on lessons learned from Member States, 

documented in progress reports and insights 

from Save the Children’s 2025 national reports, 

the following strategic actions at both EU and 

national levels could be recommended:

1. Reinforce governance, coordination, 
and inter-sectoral cooperation
Strengthening the ECG’s implementation requires robust 

governance structures that enable effective coordination 

across ministries, sectors, and levels of government. 

NAPs should be revised to clarify responsibilities, 

avoid duplication, and ensure the active participation 

of regional and local authorities. This is also true for 

enlargement countries like Kosovo and Ukraine to be 

able to highlight critical gaps in horizontal and vertical 

coordination, particularly between social protection 

and service delivery frameworks. The EU should:

	• Support the creation or strengthening of 

national ECG coordination bodies with 

multisectoral representation and integration 

among local, regional and local authorities. 

	• Take advantage of the strengthening of the ECG to 

set up a formal body on the fight against poverty to 

allow better cooperation, representation, monitoring 

and revision of the ECG implementation. This 

formal body should ensure meaningful, structured, 

and regular cooperation among all stakeholders, 

provide funding guidance, improve monitoring and 

accountability, and facilitate coordination. The 

Platform on combating homelessness provides a 

successful example that can serve as inspiration. 

Francesco Alesi  / Save the Children
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	• Promote peer learning between Member 

States and enlargement countries on models of 

integrated service governance (e.g. municipal 

alliances for poverty prevention in Germany or 

Ireland’s cross-departmental cooperation).

	• The European Commission’s 2026 report on the 

implementation of the ECG should be used as a 

formal trigger to require Member States to revise 

and strengthen their NAPs. The revision process 

should be based on a critical assessment of what 

has worked, what gaps remain, and how national 

efforts align with EU-level objectives. Member 

States should be asked to update their NAPs with 

clearer targets, improved funding commitments, and 

concrete measures to address persistent barriers.

	• The European Commission should meaningfully 

embed the implementation of the ECG within the 

European Semester cycle, ensuring it is monitored 

and evaluated in a regular, structured, and 

comprehensive manner. This means systematically 

integrating ECG objectives, progress, and challenges 

into key Semester outputs. The Euroepan Semester 

should provide a platform for assessing how Member 

States are addressing child poverty, enabling a 

comparative analysis of outcomes, highlighting 

good practices, and identifying gaps in delivery. 

2. Close data gaps and strengthen 
monitoring and accountability
Accurate, disaggregated, and timely data are essential to 

track progress and improve decision-making. Yet, many 

countries still lack comprehensive monitoring systems 

capable of identifying and responding to the needs 

of the most vulnerable. The European Commission’s 

updated monitoring framework for the ECG - published 

in 2024 - highlights both progress and persistent gaps. 

The updated framework also introduced new indicators 

in education, healthcare, and nutrition—addressing 

blind spots from the initial 2023 version for critical data. 

However, statistical monitoring alone is not sufficient.

The EU should:
	• Establish minimum data collection standards 

for ECG reporting and support national 

investments in child-focused statistical 

systems, including administrative data 

integration and child-specific indicators.

	• Encourage Member States and enlargement 

countries to publish regular, disaggregated 

progress reports and include civil society in 

independent monitoring frameworks.

3. Ensure sustainable and adequate 
financing for child-centred policies
Long-term investment in children remains fragile. 

Several countries, including Italy, Germany, and 

Romania, stress the urgency of moving from pilot 

or model funding to stable, law-based funding 

mechanisms. In Ukraine and Kosovo, EU assistance has 

often focused on service delivery without sufficient 

attention to system-wide financing reforms.

To enhance ECG implementation, 
the EU should:

	• Encourage Member States to adopt legislative 

guarantees for minimum child-focused 

spending at national and subnational levels.

	• Ensure that child poverty eradication is a priority 

in the next Multiannual Financial Framework and 

related instruments. This includes supporting the 

European Parliament’s request for a dedicated 

budget of at least €20 billion for the ECG, as well 

as establishing binding and earmarked targets of at 

least 5% of ESF resources for tackling child poverty 

in all Member States. For countries with an AROPE 

rate above the EU average, this should be increased 

to at least 10%, ensuring resources are proportionate 

to the level of need and directed toward the 

most marginalised children and communities.

	• Make ECG-linked investments eligible for 

IPA and ensure visibility and tracking of child-

focused spending in enlargement countries.

4. Embed the participation of 
children and civil society in all 
stages of ECG implementation
Ensuring that the meaningful participation of 

children—especially the most vulnerable—is both 



a right and a necessity for effective policymaking is 

key. While countries like Sweden, Ireland, and Italy 

have developed promising participation mechanisms, 

in many contexts (particularly in enlargement 

countries), engagement remains symbolic or absent.

The EU could:
	• Develop child-friendly participation guidelines 

for ECG implementation and reporting. 

This could be done in cooperation with the 

European Child Participation Platform.

	• Require Member States to include documented 

engagement with children and CSOs in 

their NAPs and progress reports.

	• Support strengthening the capacity of national 

child rights organisations to enable children’s 

voices to be included in public decision-making.

	• Make meaningful participation of children a 

prerequisite for accessing funding linked to the 

ECG, including for pre-accession countries.

5. Align ECG efforts with EU 
and national reforms and 
enlargement priorities
The ECG should be more explicitly embedded in broader 

policy agendas such as the EU Anti-Poverty Strategy 

and national anti-poverty strategies, social protection 

reforms, and education system overhauls. In enlargement 

countries, it should become a reference point for 

pre-accession investment frameworks, especially 

within the Ukraine Facility and IPA III programming.

The EU should:
	• Fully integrate the implementation of the ECG 

into the forthcoming EU Anti-Poverty Strategy 

and position it as a central instrument in the EU 

political agenda. This requires aligning the ECG 

with a broader set of EU socio-economic policies 

and funding instruments, including those related to 

employment, social protection, education, health, 

housing, digital inclusion, and the green transition. 

Ensuring coherence across these frameworks will 

strengthen the structural impact of the ECG and 

support a more holistic response to child poverty. 

	• Position the ECG as a key tool to realise Member 

States’ and enlargement countries’ legal obligations 

under the UNCRC—particularly Article 27—would 

strengthen its political and legal weight. Linking 

ECG implementation to the UNCRC monitoring and 

reporting mechanisms can enhance accountability, 

support coherence between EU and international 

commitments, and promote stronger child 

rights-based governance at the national level.

	• Request that enlargement countries integrate 

ECG objectives into key reforms under their 

accession processes, including public administration 

reform, education, social protection and health 

system reforms; as well as implement national 

coordinators and poverty reduction action plans.

	• Use the ECG to promote deinstitutionalisation 

(DI) and community-based care for children, 

as highlighted in Ukraine’s case.

	• Encourage the development of ECG-like action plans 

in enlargement countries and provide technical 

and financial assistance for implementation.

6. Promote integrated and preventive 
services tailored to children’s needs
Many countries underline the need for early 

intervention and universal access to quality 

services, including ECEC, mental health support, 

and inclusive education. Lithuania, Spain, and Poland 

emphasise the cost of inadequate services on 

children’s wellbeing and the long-term outcomes.

The EU and national governments should:
	• Promote the “whole-child” approach 

through policies that link education, 

health, housing, and social protection.

	• Incentivise investment in ECEC and 

community-based services, particularly in rural, 

disadvantaged, and marginalised communities.

	• Support social innovation and scale-up of effective 

practices (e.g., community-based ECCD in Kosovo, 

multidisciplinary child centres in Spain).
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E. Acronyms
ACEs - Adverse Childhood Experiences

AROPE - At risk of poverty or social exclusion 

CAPI - Child Support Supplement

CRIA - Child Rights Impact Assessment

CSOs - Civil Society Organisations 

CSRs - Country Specific Recommendations 

DI - Deinstitutionalisation 

ECEC - Early Childhood Education and Care

ECG - European Child Guarantee 

ENOC - European Network of Ombudspersons for Children

EPSR - European Pillar of Social Rights 

ESDE - Employment and Social Developments in Europe

ESF+ - European Social Fund Plus 

ESL - Early School Leaving 

EU - European Union 

FEAD - The Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived

GDP - Gross Domestic Product 

IDPs - Internally Displaced Persons

IMV - Ingreso Mínimo Vital

IPA - International Partnership Agreement

NAP(s) - National Action Plan(s)

NRPs - National and Regional Partnership Plans

ROI - Return on investment 

SC - Save the Children 

UNCRC - United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
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