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Key Messages of the Conference 

A child’s early years are one of the most critical 
periods of human development.

Already at this time – with the size of a child’s brain reaching 80% of that of an adult by age 3, and 
90% by age 5 – children acquire the ability to think, communicate, express emotions and form 
relationships. This period can be compared to the foundations of a house. If the foundations are 
solid, there is a strong chance that later periods in life will be optimal. Conversely, if the foundations 
are shaky, the later periods will be unstable. According to the Nurturing Care Framework developed 
by WHO, the World Bank Group and UNICEF for optimal development, children need good health, 
adequate nutrition, opportunities for early learning, safe and secure environments and responsive 
caregiving. Early adversities, such as poverty, harsh discipline, inadequate support for children 
living with disabilities, and institutionalization, are putting young children at risk of not reaching 
their full developmental potential. What takes place later in a child’s life remains important for 
maximizing their potential.

The family is the primary agency of a child’s health and development, particularly during the early 
years. It is particularly important to identify risks as early as possible and to support all parents, 
especially the most vulnerable parents, in providing their children with the best possible care and 
parenting practices. It has been shown that the most vulnerable groups in society benefit the most 
from early interventions and support and, thus, these interventions contribute to social inclusion. 
Parents are a child’s first teachers. Families need to be involved in the co-design and co-production 
of policies and services, in particular vulnerable families. 

Support for holistic 
early childhood 
development remains 
a child rights issue and 
a responsibility of the 
state.

Investing in early 
childhood development 
is one of the best 
investments a country 
can make. In addition, 
it is a developmental, 
economic and social 
imperative. Investing 
in early childhood 
development is in line 
with the Europe 2020 
Strategy for Smart, 
Sustainable, and 

Inclusive Growth, especially for reducing early school leaving and for lifting children out of poverty 
and social exclusion. Only countries that invest in human capital development can expect high and 
sustainable growth rates, and Montenegro has recognized this.

Research is crucial for informing early childhood development policies. We need to invest in 
research and translate research findings into a roadmap, with clear steps that decision-makers can 
follow. Research is equally important when it comes to monitoring the implementation of early 
childhood development policies.

Keynote speech by Dr. Frank Oberklaid, Foundation Director of the Centre for Community Child 
Health at The Royal Children's Hospital, Professor of Paediatrics at the University of Melbourne at 
the ECD Conference in Podgorica in October 2019
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Conference Conclusions 

1.  A new aspirational package of services in Montenegro has been 
proposed to enhance early childhood development.

Montenegro has a good starting point when it comes to early child development. There are services 
available to parents in all five domains of nurturing care (health, nutrition, responsive parening, 
safety and security, and early learning). According to preliminary analyses, existing investments in 
early childhood development position Montenegro well.

However, the service coverage needs to be expanded, particularly to reach the most vulnerable 
families. Parents in all municipalities should enjoy equal access to a basic package of early 
childhood development services. A high return on investment will only come from high-quality 
services. The preliminary findings from a study conducted by the Institute for Strategic Studies and 
Projections (ISSP) have identified areas where additional funding would be needed, and which have 
the potential to yield a high return on investment and ensure better social inclusion. Participants 
at the Conference validated the aspirational package of services, which consists of increasing 
breastfeeding rates, improving immunization coverage, enhancing early detection and intervention, 
supporting greater inclusion of Roma children in preschool education, along with increasing the 
national attendance rate, enhancing the quality of all services including home visitation, accelerating 
deinstitutionalization, expanding the family outreach worker service, reducing poverty and 
introducing integrated support for parents depending on their needs.

2.  Investing an additional 0.6% of GDP in early childhood development 
in Montenegro would result in a return on investment of 3.6% GDP.

It is difficult – if 
not impossible – to 
make up for missed 
opportunities in the 
early years. According 
to preliminary research, 
additional investments 
of EUR 7.7 million – 
which is the aspirational 
package that was costed 
by the ISSP – would 
have the potential 
to yield a return of 
EUR 46.9 million. If 
Montenegro were to 
spend an additional 
0.6% GDP on early 
childhood development 
in order to reach the 
investment benchmark 
of 2% of GDP (as recommended by the G20 for middle-income countries), this would result in a 
return on investment of 3.6% of GDP. The highest investments in early childhood development are 
made by families, so governments need to empower families to support their children. Private–
public partnerships could offer additional funding opportunities that should be further explored.

Keynote speech by Dr Chris Desmond, Director, Centre for Liberation Studies, Lead Investigator 
and Senior Economist at the DST–NRF Centre of Excellence on Human Development at Wits 
University, South Africa at the ECD Conference in Podgorica in October 2019
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3.  A whole-of-government approach is important to accelerate results 
in early childhood development and to obtain greater efficiency 
gains.

Important steps forward have been made when it comes to cross-sector cooperation at the policy 
level. The health sector can provide crucial links with other services, since this is the sector that 
is usually first to come into contact with children and parents. However, effective cross-sector 
cooperation needs to reach beyond the social protection, education and health sectors – it requires 
the involvement of the ministries of the interior, justice, finance and public administration. In fact, a 
whole-of-government approach is needed.

Municipalities play a very important role in early childhood development through strategic and 
innovative local plans and budgets to advance the wellbeing of children, young people and their 
families and to remove the barriers preventing vulnerable children and families accessing local 
services. Municipalities are well-placed to engage with all local actors and foster effective solutions 
to local problems. Relevant municipal secretariats need to be involved in the work of multi-sector 
teams operating at the local level. Municipalities need to ensure sustainable financial allocations 
and local coordination of service delivery.

4. Early childhood development is a shared agenda.

Early childhood development represents a joint agenda of governments at the national and local 
levels, civil society organizations, academia, the media and the private sector. If all the stakeholders 
come together in promoting early childhood development as their common goal important results 
can be achieved for children and families.

The Conference also discussed the role of the private sector. The panellists highlighted the 
importance of early childhood development for skills building but also for employee wellbeing 
and satisfaction of  those who are parents, including respect for the legal provisions regulating 
maternity/paternity leave and health insurance entitlements. Early childhood development, as an 
area of corporate social responsibility, was also mentioned, as well as the need to partner with 
companies that nurture 
genuine values. It was 
suggested to create a 
map of early childhood 
development services 
to be referred to by 
the private sector 
when deliberating on 
potential investment 
opportunities.

The conference 
facilitated dialogue and 
exchange of information 
across the region. 
Regional dialogue 
on early childhood 
development should 
continue in the future.

The panel on the role of the private sector. From left to right: Prof.  Dragana Radević from the 
Institute for Entrepreneurship and Economic Development, UDG; Dr. Marko Miročević, Executive 
Director, American Chamber of Commerce; Ivan Radulović, Executive Director, Montenegrin 
Foreign Investors’ Council; Prof. Dr. Mladen Perazić, Representative of the Chamber of Economy 
at the ECD Conference in Podgorica in October 2019
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The Way Forward 

•   A national strategy for early childhood development should be designed and adopted with the 
involvement of all stakeholders including families themselves. It should reflect all five domains 
of nurturing care. Subsequently, local governments should proceed to adopt local action plans/
strategies for early childhood development, to reflect the local needs (for instance, the central 
region of Montenegro lacks space in kindergartens, while the north suffers from low attendance 
rates). An effective mechanism for coordinating and monitoring the implementation of the 
strategy, with clearly assigned roles and responsibilities and resources allocated, needs to be 
established.

•   Professionals need to collaborate across sectors, multidisciplinarity is crucial for early childhood 
development and should be encouraged as early as during university education (pre-service), and 
later through in-service training. Competences for transdisciplinary work need to be strengthened. 
Cooperation can be improved by assessing the existing mechanisms and improving them based 
on the findings of evaluations, by exchanging information, and by amending and clarifying job 
descriptions. 

•   A package of early childhood development services should be defined. A mapping of the existing 
services, referral pathways and gaps needs to be carried out. There is a need for integrated 
services in order to address the needs of children and families in a holistic manner, particularly 
those from vulnerable groups who are more likely to fall through the cracks of the health, social 
care (including child protection) and educational services. Parent counselling services and mobile 
teams should be set up. Parents should be consulted regarding the design of services.

•   Expanding the fiscal space should be considered in order to increase investments in early 
childhood development, which will boost human capital development and lead to sustainable 
economic growth. 
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