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Sustainable Development Goals summit 2023 and the global
pledge on disability-focused early childhood development

In September, 2023, the second global summit on the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) will be held
during the annual UN General Assembly for the midpoint
appraisal of the 2015-30 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.' The summit will review the global progress
in implementing the SDGs, consider new challenges that
arose since 2015, provide updated policy guidance, and
mobilise action to accelerate progress towards achieving
the SDGs. This occasion provides a rare and timely
opportunity to review the global commitment on early
childhood development (ECD) for children younger than 5
years, and to leave no one behind (SDG 4.2).

Optimal ECD is foundational to the lifelong wellbeing
of all children and for ensuring a fulfilling and healthy
life.* The global vision and commitment for ECD is to
optimise school readiness for inclusive and equitable
quality education for the most disadvantaged and
marginalised children, especially for disabled children.!
Although several pledges had been made to address the
needs of disabled children before 2015 (panel), SDG 4 is
the first and only explicit global pledge to implement
ECD in low-income and middle-income countries.
This commitment was embodied in the overall global
education agenda but the role of the health sector in
promoting children’s overall wellbeing and psychosocial
development from birth until school entry was duly
acknowledged." In preparation for the launch of the SDGs,
UNESCO, as the specialised global agency for education,
articulated an action plan for implementing SDG 4
in partnership with other relevant UN agencies, but
apparently excluded WHO.* The action plan for ECD and
early care focused on preschool education and overlooked
the importance of early detection of developmental
disabilities and intervention for disabled children. In
2018, the Nurturing Care Framework was launched by
WHO, UNICEF, and the World Bank as an independent
global ECD initiative without inputs from UNESCO.* The
Nurturing Care Framework was, therefore, not explicitly
linked to the global commitment on inclusive education
for all children younger than 5 years under SDG 4. Rather,
this framework primarily focuses on health-related
issues in the first 1000 days from conception. Both
WHO and UNICEF have now developed separate tools
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for ECD monitoring, namely: the Global Scale for Early
Development for children aged 0-3 years, and the Early
Childhood Development Index 2030 for children aged
2-5 years. Although efforts to combine these tools are
ongoing, neither of these tools is designed for identifying
all children younger than 5 years with disabilities for
early and appropriate intervention as envisioned under
SDG 4.2°

The landmark report by UNICEF in 2022, on the state
of the world’s disabled children,® and other reports,” have
highlighted the potential effect of the misalignment in
institutional and donors’ priorities, and programmes
for ECD.*” Approximately 240 million children and
adolescents are estimated to have moderate-to-severe
disabilities globally,® and about 50 million children
younger than 5 years have mild-to-severe disabilities
requiring some form of intervention, such as sensory
impairments, intellectual disability, epilepsy, cerebral
palsy, autism spectrum disorder, or attention-deficit
hyperactivity disorder.” Compared with children without
disabilities, disabled children are more likely to have
respiratory tract infections, undernourishment, and
show substantially poorer foundational reading and
numeracy skills.® These children are also more likely to
experience social and educational exclusion, bullying,
and psychosocial trauma. The available data provide
unequivocal evidence that children with disabilities are
most unlikely to be adequately served by 2030 without
immediate and accelerated action.?

After years of neglect, the SDGs ushered expectations
of wellbeing and optimal developmental trajectory
for the growing group of beneficiaries of the global
investments to reduce child mortality.? The global
commitment to inclusive education was, at the time,
reassuring for low-income and middle-income countries.
However, little progress has been seen in implementing
the commitment for disabled children and to leave
no one behind! A comprehensive, multisectoral,
well coordinated, and disability-focused strategy to
implement ECD for disabled children younger than
5 years, as envisioned under the SDGs, is long overdue
to stimulate and support country-led activities.>® This
strategic initiative requires visionary global leadership,

CrossMark

For more on the Global Scale for

Early Development see

https://www.who.int/teams/

mental-healthand-substance-

use/data-research/global-scale-

forearly-development

For more on the Early Childhood
Development Index 2030 see

https://data.unicef.org/

resources/early-childhood-

development-index-2030-
ecdi2030/

e823


https://www.who.int/teams/mental-healthand-substance-use/data-research/global-scale-forearly-development
https://www.who.int/teams/mental-healthand-substance-use/data-research/global-scale-forearly-development
https://data.unicef.org/resources/early-childhood-development-index-2030-ecdi2030/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/early-childhood-development-index-2030-ecdi2030/
https://www.who.int/teams/mental-healthand-substance-use/data-research/global-scale-forearly-development
https://www.who.int/teams/mental-healthand-substance-use/data-research/global-scale-forearly-development
https://www.who.int/teams/mental-healthand-substance-use/data-research/global-scale-forearly-development
https://www.who.int/teams/mental-healthand-substance-use/data-research/global-scale-forearly-development
https://data.unicef.org/resources/early-childhood-development-index-2030-ecdi2030/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/early-childhood-development-index-2030-ecdi2030/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/early-childhood-development-index-2030-ecdi2030/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/early-childhood-development-index-2030-ecdi2030/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/S2214-109X(23)00178-X&domain=pdf

Comment

For more on the 1946 UNICEF
Mission Statement see https://

www.unicef.org/about-us/
mission-statement

For more on UN SDG see

https://www.un.org/en/

development/desa/population/

migration/generalassembly/

docs/globalcompact/A
RES 70 1 E.pdf

For the full list of Universities
see https://research.rug.nl/en/
persons/mijna-hadders-algra/

e824

activities/

Panel: Highlights of global pledges and resolutions for disabled children

1946: UNICEF Mission Statement

“UNICEF is non-partisan, and its cooperation is free of
discrimination. In everything it does, the most disadvantaged
children and the countries in greatest need have priority.”

1990: The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
“Recognizing the special needs of a disabled child, assistance
shall be provided free of charge, whenever possible, taking into
account the financial resources of the parents or others caring
for the child, and shall be designed to ensure that the disabled
child has effective access to and receives education, training,
health care services, rehabilitation services, preparation for
employment and recreation opportunities in a manner
conducive to the child’s achieving the fullest possible social
integration and individual development, including his or her
cultural and spiritual development.” [Article 23]

2002: Special UN Resolution on A World Fit for Children
"We will take all measures to ensure the full and equal
enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms,
including equal access to health, education and recreational
services, by children with disabilities and children with special
needs; to ensure the recognition of their dignity; to promote
their self-reliance; and to facilitate their active participation in
the community.” [Plan of Action, A:21]

2006: The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities

“Provide those health services needed by persons with
disabilities specifically because of their disabilities, including
early identification and intervention as appropriate, and
services designed to minimize and prevent further disabilities,
including among children and older persons.” [Article 25]

2011: The WHO World Report on Disability

"Where there are none, or only limited, services introduce
minimum services within existing health and social service
provision to include: developing basic rehabilitation services
within the existing health infrastructure, strengthening
rehabilitation service provision through community-based
rehabilitation, and prioritizing early identification and

effective governance, and substantial global investments
to accelerate local capacity-building for delivering
routine screening, diagnostic and family-centred
rehabilitative services for disabled children in low-
income and middle-income countries.>*

Unfulfilled commitments by those with the power
and resources to act, not only adversely affect the
lives, health, and lifetime opportunities of the target
beneficiaries, but also undermine trust and confidence
in any future pledges, plans, and programmes.
Since the Nurturing Care Framework is the sole and

intervention strategies using community workers and health
personnel.” [Recommendations on Service Delivery]

2013: The Resolution of the World Health Assembly on
Disability

“Request WHO to provide technical assistance to Member
States to promote habilitation and rehabilitation across the life
course and for a wide range of health conditions through: early
intervention; integrated and decentralized rehabilitation
services, including mental health services; improved provision
of wheelchairs, hearing aids, low vision devices and other
assistive technologies; and training to ensure that there is a
sufficient supply of rehabilitation professionals to enable people
with disabilities to achieve their potential and have the same
opportunities to participate fully in society.” [WHA66.9
Disability, Resolution 2(6)]

2013: The UNICEF State of the World's Children

"Reliable and objective data are important to assist in planning
and resource allocation, and to place children with disabilities
more clearly on the development agenda. The necessary
statistical work will take time but would be given vital impetus,
were international donors to promote a concerted global
research agenda on disability. In the meanwhile, planning and
programming will have to continue; denying or delaying services
to children with disabilities because more data are needed would
be unacceptable. Rather, plans, programmes and budgets can be
designed to allow for modifications as additional information is
made available.” [Global Promise, p 85].

2015: UN SDG

“Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.

« Target 4.2: By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys have access
to quality early childhood development, care, and pre-primary
education so that they are ready for primary education.

« Indicator 4.2.1: Proportion of children under 5 years of age
[revised in 2021 as “aged 24-59 months”] who are
developmentally on track in health, learning and psychosocial
well-being, by sex.”

overriding global ECD priority for WHO and UNICEF,
but unfortunately is not geared towards inclusive
and equitable education as mandated by the SDGs,
the forthcoming mid-term review provides a unique
opportunity to re-affirm the global commitment on ECD
and restore trust among the target beneficiaries.
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