Press Release 

Children’s And Women’s Sectors Join Forces In Calling For Programme For Government To Champion Integrated Early Education and Childcare Services For Children
The Early Years Strategic Alliance (EYSA), which brings together organisations from across the children’s and women’s sector in Northern Ireland that work with, and for, children in their early years and their families, will today (Tuesday 22 November 2011) launch its new Manifesto at the Long Gallery, Parliament Buildings. 
The Manifesto is a road map for the development of early years, childcare and family support services over the lifetime of the new Executive and Assembly. 
The Alliance, which will also today launch a new identity and strapline “Starting early, starting strong, starting together for all children”, is co-chaired by Children in Northern Ireland (CiNI) and Women’s Support Network.  Its member organisations have worked collaboratively to bring together their knowledge, expertise and evidence of what works for children in the earliest years, and have reviewed and updated an earlier Manifesto that was produced in 2007.  
The new Manifesto outlines eight key themes that need to be addressed in order to improve young children’s futures. The theme of integration and collaboration in early childhood education and care services is EYSA’s over-arching objective and provides the foundation upon which all of the Manifesto issues can be addressed by the Executive and Assembly.  
Other themes include a rights based approach to early childhood; equal access to early years, childcare and family support services for all children; early intervention and prevention in all early years services; quality affordable childcare; promoting young children’s right to play; ending child poverty; and early years funding. 

Pauline Leeson, Chief Executive, Children in Northern Ireland, the regional umbrella group for the children’s sector, discusses the importance of the Manifesto:

“The overwhelming message from the launch of this new Manifesto is a plea to the Executive to use the process of developing a Programme for Government to bring together all of the main policy agendas that impact on young children and their families in a single coherent model of Early Childhood Education and Care*. 

“Currently the different arms or departments of government have policy responsibility for different aspects of a young child’s life.  As a result their early education experience is separate from the how their care needs are addressed; when, in the real world, services in local communities intertwine quality early learning and care experiences to give each child the best possible start in life.

“The Manifesto calls for decisive political leadership to champion joined up working in local communities. The key to unlocking the biggest return on this work rests with the Executive matching the efforts by joining their resources in support of children in their early years.”

Belfast and South Eastern Trust District Childcare Partnerships also lent their support to the Manifesto launch by developing an Early Years DVD entitled ‘Shaping Futures: Investing in Children, Families and Communities’.  The DVD, which was funded by Eastern Childcare Partnership, showcases the range of high quality and invaluable support services which the voluntary and community sector currently provide to families in local communities. 

Gerry Conway, Commissioning Lead for Early Years and Family Support, Health and Social Care Board, adds:
“The Health and Social Care Board and the Eastern Childcare Partnership welcome the valuable contribution made by the voluntary and community sectors to the provision of Early Years services. The funding provided through the Eastern Child Care Partnership has supported the development of Early Years services including SureStart and contributed to the provision of a skilled workforce to deliver these important services for children at such an important stage in their development. The need for an integrated approach to the planning and delivery of Early Years services is increasingly acknowledged and the Manifesto and DVD reflect the urgent need to get right our approach.” 
The launch event was hosted by the Assembly’s All Party Group on Children and Young People.  Chair of the Assembly Group Michelle McIlveen MLA discusses: 

“The All Party Group is delighted to host today’s launch. A focus on children’s earliest years and support for their families has been a prominent feature of the work of our Group over the last number of years. As a Group we commend the type of collaborative work which has resulted in the production of the DVD and the Manifesto. 

“Today’s manifesto messages and the evidence provided by the DVD of what works for children are beneficial and will undoubtedly inform the decision making process.. The All Party Group MLAs can help to ensure the Manifesto gets the consideration it deserves by the Assembly.”

Pauline Leeson, CiNI Chief Executive, concludes: 

“For the Alliance, today’s launch signifies the beginning of a journey with the Executive and Assembly.  It is our intention not simply to present this Manifesto as a fait accompli but to commit to working with our MLAs to reinforce the messages and examine how these can be translated into workable solutions that build on and extend the excellent provision showcased by the DVD.”

Ends//..

For all media enquiries please contact Janet McKay, PR Consultant on 07968 817514 or email janet@janetmckaypr.com

Notes to Editors:

*Europe’s Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) defines Early Childhood Education and Care as all services providing education and care to children below compulsory school age or before starting school. It reflects a broad, holistic and integrated approach to early years. The term reflects new attitudes and understandings about ECEC such as: 

· An acknowledgement that all types of services that provide education and care to children under school age belong to the same policy field

· A shared desire to identify, understand and overcome barriers that have obstructed integrated action i.e. philosophy, objectives, management, regulation

· A shift from selective and exclusive to universal and inclusive

· A right for all children and families

