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The COVID-19 outbreak is exacerbating existing crises around the world and where inequalities  
are becoming starkly evident, further violating the rights of vulnerable children. The pandemic 
severely affects young children’s physical and mental health, their social and emotional development, 
safety, economic security and more, particularly in conflict-affected and fragile settings. In areas  
with the most severe disruptions in health systems and essential services, it is estimated that an addi-
tional 6,000 children under the age of 5 could die every day over the next six months,  
half of whom would be new-borns (The Lancet). 
 
In this global call to action, the Early Childhood Peace Consortium entreats governments, policy 
makers and community leaders to safeguard the increasingly undermined rights of young children 
living in fragile contexts and to prioritize investment in their survival, development and protection. 
We stand in solidarity and collaborate with the United Nations and the wider international communi-
ty in the global response to this pandemic-induced humanitarian crisis. 
 
Early childhood development strategies and services are now more important than ever, to mitigate 
the immediate and long-term impact of the COVID-19 crisis and its indirect consequences on the 
most vulnerable young children and families. Supporting and empowering them today can not only 
interrupt cycles of racial injustice and inequality, but build a strong foundation for peace and security, 
resilience, social justice and social cohesion. We invite you to join us in this global call to action,  
to ensure young children are not forgotten amidst this pandemic and to invest in their – and our – 
shared futures in a just world.

INVEST IN THE IMPLEMENTATION OF EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES  
AS A FOUNDATION FOR PEACE AND SECURITY, SOCIAL JUSTICE AND  
THE PREVENTION OF VIOLENCE.



The Early Childhood Peace Consortium (ECPC) is a global movement  
of United Nations agencies, Non-Governmental Organizations, academia,  
practitioners and the private sector focused on sharing scientific and  
practice-based evidence on how investment in early childhood development 
(ECD) can contribute to sustainable peace, social cohesion and social justice.  
We recognise that investing in ECD is a powerful and cost-effective strategy  
for reducing violence, poverty and exclusion and for building peaceful societies. 

The Consortium upholds the urgent calls from world leaders to prioritise  
peace as humanity grapples with the COVID-19 pandemic. We join the UN  
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres in his COVID-19 call for an immediate  
Global Ceasefire in all corners of the world (United Nations), a message echoed 
by world leaders, and most importantly, by UNICEF Executive Director Henrietta 
Fore, who urged warring parties to stop fighting to safeguard the lives of  
children living in conflict-affected areas (UNICEF). 

The COVID-19 outbreak and containment measures exacerbate existing  
 crises and further violate vulnerable children’s rights. The pandemic severely 
affects young children’s physical and mental health, their social and emotional 
development, safety, economic security, access to education, play, recreational 
activities and more (United Nations). 

We stand in solidarity and collaborate with the UN Secretary-General, UNICEF, WHO and all other United Nations  
Agencies, as well as with Governments, Religious Leaders, Non-Governmental Organizations, academia, Early Childhood  
Networks and civil society as a whole in the response to the global pandemic humanitarian crisis, to mitigate its impact  
on families and young children living in situations of conflict, military occupation, and displacement.

Who We Are

The ECPC strongly supports  

the United Nations Secretary-General 

Antonio Guterres’ appeal to protect  

the rights of children and safeguard 

their well-being during and after  

the COVID-19 pandemic.

Impact on the Most Vulnerable 
Children

E C P C

250M
60%

3.7M
29M

children live in 
areas affected 
by conflict.

An additional 6,000 children under 5 could die every day over the next 6 months 
if coverage reductions are severe. 

of all children  
(1.4 billion) live in  
countries with a full 
or partial lockdown 
due to COVID-19. 

children live in  
refugee camps or  
collective centres. 

An estimated

babies globally  
were born in areas 
affected by conflict  
in 2018. 

UNICEF

UNICEF

THE LANCET

UNICEF
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hildren and their parents/caregivers living in conflict-affected and 
fragile settings already struggle w

ith lim
ited access to health services, 

including vaccinations. Virus-related containm
ent m

easures negative-
ly im

pact their already volatile safety and access to education  
(U

N
H

C
R

). W
ith school and childcare centre closures, young  

children’s learning, nutrition and hygiene suffer. For hundreds of  
m

illions of children, these closures can m
ean going w

ithout daily 
school m

eals, clean w
ater and sanitation facilities (U

nited N
ations). 

M
easures to contain the pandem

ic, including m
ovem

ent restrictions 
lead to econom

ic insecurity w
hich is likely to result in increased child 

labour, sexual exploitation and traffi
cking, thereby perpetuating 

cycles of violence. Lockdow
n m

easures also increase the risk that chil-
dren w

ill suffer or w
itness violence and abuse (U

N
H

C
R

; U
N

 N
ew

s). 
Furtherm

ore, m
ore children and abusers than ever before are online, 

heightening the risk of exposure to cyberbullying, hate speech, sexual 
exploitation and abuse (EVAC

; U
N

 N
ew

s). C
hildcare and school 

closures w
eaken or elim

inate im
portant early w

arning m
echanism

s 
for child abuse and neglect detection and reporting. H

ence, there is an 
urgent need to protect children from

 violence am
idst the pandem

ic.  

In a statem
ent, 22 leaders of U

N
 agencies and international  

organizations called on governm
ents to provide child protection case 

m
anagem

ent and em
ergency alternative care arrangem

ents, and to 
ensure that all virus containm

ent m
easures include social protection 

system
s that support children’s rights (EVAC

).
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Even in the absence of a pandem

ic, uprooted children, m
others, 

m
others-to-be and fam

ilies—
those living as refugees, m

igrants or 
internally displaced persons (ID

Ps)—
face im

m
ense barriers to  

accessing health services and sanitation (U
N

IC
EF). T

he rapid  
spread of C

O
V

ID
-19 and the containm

ent m
easures are w

orsening 
this already precarious situation, m

aking m
igrants, refugees and  

their children, disproportionately vulnerable to exclusion,  
xenophobia, stigm

atization and discrim
ination.  

In cam
ps or in overcrow

ded detention centres, the uprooted often  
live in deeply unsafe and highly stressful environm

ents w
ith no  

possibility of social distancing (C
R

C
 C

O
V

ID
-19 Statem

ent).  
T

his pandem
ic also poses greater challenges for m

igrant and  
displaced fam

ilies and children as they are faced w
ith higher rates  

of deportation and m
ass expulsions; these practices threaten  

children’s rights and are a risk to public health.  

T
he C

O
V

ID
-19 pandem

ic and the m
easures to contain it has  

produced huge societal public health and econom
ic challenges across 

the globe. Although there is still a great deal w
e do not know

, infec-
tious disease experts have clearly outlined the steps w

e all need to take 
to lim

it the spread of the coronavirus (W
H

O
 Advice for Public). 

Although m
ost children are less likely to be sym

ptom
atic w

ith 
C

O
V

ID
-19 com

pared to adults (Ludvigsson), data is now
 em

erging 
that a sm

all percentage children can develop a novel pediatric m
ulti-

system
 inflam

m
atory syndrom

e (PM
I) that can be deadly (Verdoni). 

In addition, there is no question that there are and w
ill be m

any other 
life-threatening adverse consequences of the pandem

ic for m
illions 

of children across the globe. C
hildren are, in m

any w
ays, the hidden 

victim
s of the pandem

ic. 

Parents/caregivers are the first line of response to protect and support 
their young children’s health, learning and socio-em

otional develop-
m

ent, particularly in a crisis such as a pandem
ic (U

N
IC

EF C
O

V
ID

 
G

uide for Parents). C
onsequently, separations from

 prim
ary attach-

m
ent figures (parents/caregivers) due to illness, quarantine, hospital-

ization or death w
ill have im

m
ediate, harm

ful, and long-term
 effects 

on a child. Adverse effects also result from
 econom

ic losses from
 lost 

w
ages and jobs of parents/caregivers, associated food insecurity, and 

the potential loss of housing. T
hese factors are com

pounded by the 

psychosocial stress experienced by parents/caregivers—
especially 

m
others—

w
hich seriously underm

ines their m
ental health and  

ability to provide nurturing care (Lundberg; Barrero-C
astillero).  

T
he unique challenges of uprooted fam

ilies or those living in  
conflict-affected settings greatly exacerbate these adverse effects.  
As a result, hundreds of m

illions of children are now
 grow

ing up  
in environm

ents conducive to “toxic stress,” w
hich can im

pair  
their neurological developm

ent and w
ill likely prevent them

 from
 

reaching their full developm
ental potential (Shonkoff

). Sadly, this 
can cause lifelong challenges and becom

e a self-perpetuating and 
intergenerational cycle (Shonkoff

).

T
he good new

s is that developm
ental neuroscience has led to a  

revolutionary shift in assessing the interplay betw
een genetic alter-

ations in the developing brain and early life experiences, both positive 
and negative. T

he neuroscience and other m
ultiple disciplines, such 

as epigenetics, psychology, and econom
ics, indicate how

 EC
D

 services 
can prom

pt m
em

bers of high-risk groups to rebuild trust, re-connect, 
and develop long-lasting resilience (D

onaldson). T
he science heralds 

a new
 era, asserting that EC

D
 is a vital opportunity for building a 

sustainable future fit for the w
orld’s children and em

pow
ering them

 
through prom

oting T
he C

ulture of Peace, as called for by the U
nited 

N
ations (U

N
 R

esolution A
/R

ES/74/21).

W
hat D

oes Science Teach U
s on the Im

portance  
of Early C

hildhood D
evelopm

ent in the C
ontext of C

O
V

ID
-19?

43%

13.7%

under 5 years of age in the w
orld  

are at risk of not achieving their  
developm

ental potential.

Investing in EC
D

 can have a rate of  
return of 13.7%

. EC
D

 program
m

es  
have been show

n to m
arkedly reduce 

governm
ent expenditures in health care, 

public aid, child protective services,  
and the crim

inal justice system
.   

Because of the pandem
ic, a m

uch  
higher percentage of children are  
at risk for having devastating physical,  
socioem

otional, and cognitive  
consequences over the course of  
their entire lives. 

H
ow

 a child is parented
 provides a  

legacy that transcends their genes  
(epigenetics) and can directly aff

ect  
the developm

ent of the child’s brain
, 

their cognitive and socioem
otional skills, 

as w
ell as their m

ental and physical health. 

C
onfinem

ent and/or crow
ded conditions 

can also increase child abuse and  
exploitation

 as w
ell as dom

estic and  
gender-based violence.

T
he costs of inaction

 in early childhood, 
w

hich can lead to poor health, nutrition, 
and inadequate learning, are estim

ated to 
be as great as 26%

 of the annual adult 
incom

e, trapping fam
ilies into transgen-

erational poverty. A
s a result, countries 

m
ay forfeit up to tw

ice their current G
D

P 
expenditures on health and education. 

of all 
children

rate of  
return BLA

C
K

U
N

IC
EF; U

S G
O

V
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Recom
m

endations
C

all to A
ction

Endorsees: T
he M

em
bers of the Early C

hildhood 
Peace C

onsortium
—

EC
PC
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•  M
aintain and further invest in quality program

m
es and  

services for fam
ilies and their young children that live in  

situations of conflict, m
ilitary occupation (W

atchlist) and  
displacem

ent during the C
O

V
ID

-19 response efforts (J PED
S).

•  Ensure that essential child protection services are recognised  
as lifesaving and continue to be provided and m

ade accessible  
to all children even during lockdow

ns, quarantines and other  
types of restrictions.

•  Prioritise protection of young children, w
ho in this tim

e  
of crisis are highly susceptible to neglect, abuse, violence,  
exploitation, and stigm

a as their parents/caregivers experience 
increased instability and stress, w

hich m
ay result in long-term

 
 and irreversible negative consequences.  

•  U
se m

ass m
edia – radio, television and social m

edia –  
to prom

ote psychosocial support, cognitive developm
ent,  

nutrition and physical activity. Ensure existing online resources 
are accessible and address pre-existing inequalities in fragile and 
conflict affected settings. Ensure children’s experiences are safe  
and positive during the C

O
V

ID
-19 pandem

ic (U
N

IC
EF).  

•  Invest in new
 research to understand the im

pact of C
O

V
ID

-19  
on children and their fam

ilies: (i) the adverse im
pact of the  

pandem
ic on parents/caregivers and their ability to provide  

nurturing care for their children; (ii) the social-em
otional im

pact  
of the virus and (the m

easures to control it) on children; (iii) the 
role children play as vectors of the infection; and (iv) the underlying 
biology and optim

al treatm
ent for the new

ly identified PM
I syn-

drom
e that is associated w

ith C
O

V
ID

-19. A m
ore evidence-based 

understanding of these issues w
ill help governm

ents in their  
decision m

aking about opening or closing EC
D

 centres and  
schools at various stages of the pandem

ic. 

M
ED

IU
M
-T

ERM
•  Ensure an inclusive approach for all children and their  

fam
ilies living in situations of conflict, m

ilitary occupation and 
fragility, including m

igrants, refugees and internally displaced  
persons, w

ho have a right to the highest attainable standard  
of health (O

H
C

H
R

). T
hose children should be entitled to  

protection for them
selves and their fam

ilies, including having 
access to testing and early detection for C

O
V

ID
-19, and  

the m
eans to physically distance, self-isolate and take other  

appropriate physical and m
ental health m

easures (IASC
). 

•  U
phold

 the rights of vulnerable children and their fam
ilies as 

w
e em

erge from
 this pandem

ic into recovery. It is vital to have 
EC

D
 program

m
es that are m

ultileveled, benefiting the child and 
parents/caregivers, the com

m
unity, and institutions at national, 

regional and local levels. Program
m

es should be safe, protective, 
inclusive, accessible and m

ost im
portantly, culturally sensitive,  

to allow
 children and their fam

ilies the space they need to be  
the driving force for social change.

•  Protect w
om

en’s and girl’s rights, w
ithout discrim

ination,  
and support com

m
unity-based action through gender-based  

analysis to favour their em
pow

erm
ent and social inclusion.

   LO
N

G
-T

ERM
 

•  Build
 on the extensive body of international research on the  

pow
er of EC

D
 to prom

ote peace and sustainable developm
ent.

•  Invest in strengthening system
s (e.g. through financial  

resources, capacity building, personnel training) w
ith a holistic  

and w
hole-of-governm

ent (m
ulti-m

inistry) approach.

Reaffi
rm

 com
m

itm
ent to hum

an rights and the rights of children  
that are being underm

ined during the global pandem
ic crisis.  

Prioritise investm
ent in the survival, developm

ent and protection of children 
living in situations of conflict, m

ilitary occupation, and displacem
ent.

Protect and prioritise investm
ents in Early C

hildhood  
D

evelopm
ent program

m
es and services in the global pandem

ic  
response and recovery efforts.

 Ensure that gender equality, inclusion and em
pow

erm
ent of children,  

parents/caregivers, fam
ilies and com

m
unities be at the centre  

of C
O

V
ID

-19 response and recovery efforts.

Im
plem

ent m
ore effective and inclusive policies and practices in  

all countries, ensuring that early childhood program
m

es and services 
are essential in prom

oting T
he C

ulture of Peace (U
N

 R
esolution   

A
/R

ES/74/21) and in sustaining peace. 

RESO
U

RC
ES / M

A
T

ERIA
LS

For evidence-based resources including inform
ation  and 

policy briefs developed by our C
onsortium

 of global  ex-
perts, please visit “Future C

hild” by the Early C
hildhood 

Peace C
onsortium

 (EC
PC

) at futurechild.org.

C
O

N
TA

C
T

 U
S

To receive print copies of this C
all to Action and/or to 

schedule a brief virtual or in-person presentation by  
a consortium

 m
em

ber having expertise in your area of  
interest, please contact us at covid-19@

ecdpeace.org.  
W

e w
ill be pleased to m

eet you, provide you answ
ers  

to questions, as w
ell as supply you w

ith additional  
m

aterials to help you Build Back Better after C
oronavirus 

C
O

V
ID

-19 using early childhood developm
ent strategies.

U
N

IT
ED

 N
A

T
IO

N
S A

G
EN

C
IES

N
ajat M

aalla M
’jid, M

D
—

Executive C
om

m
ittee EC

PC
; Special  

R
epresentative of the Secretary-G

eneral on Violence against C
hildren,  

U
nited N

ations

Pia Rebello Britto, PhD
—

Vice-C
hairperson EC

PC
; G

lobal C
hief  

and Senior Advisor, Early C
hildhood D

evelopm
ent, U

N
IC

EF H
Q

 N
ada Elattar, M

PH
—

Secretary EC
PC

; Early C
hildhood D

evelopm
ent  

Specialist – Em
ergencies, U

N
IC

EF H
Q

EX
EC

U
T

IV
E C

O
M

M
IT

T
EE

 Rim
a Salah, PhD

—
C

hairperson EC
PC

; Form
er Assistant Secretary- 

G
eneral of the U

nited N
ations, Form

er D
eputy Executive D

irector of  
U

N
IC

EF, served on the U
nited N

ations H
igh-Level Independent Panel  

on Peace O
perations, currently at the Yale C

hild Study C
enter, U

nited States

A
lejandro A

costa A
yerbe, EdD

, G
eneral D

irector of International  
C

enter for Education and H
um

an D
evelopm

ent, C
IN

D
E  

Foundation, C
olom

bia

H
.E. A

m
bassador A

nw
arul K

. Chow
dhury: Form

er U
nder-Secretary 

-G
eneral of the U

nited N
ations; Founder, G

lobal M
ovem

ent for T
he C

ulture  
of Peace, U

nited States

A
ndrew

 Claypole, M
A

, Senior Advisor, O
ffi

cer SR
SG

 Violence against 
C

hildren, U
nited N

ations

Paul Connolly, PhD
, D

irector of LIN
K

S, T
he N

IH
R

 G
lobal H

ealth R
esearch 

G
roup on Early C

hildhood D
evelopm

ent for Peacebuilding, Lancaster  
U

niversity and Q
ueen’s U

niversity Belfast, N
. Ireland / U

nited K
ingdom

Siobhán Fitzpatrick, CBE, M
BA

, M
SSC, CQ

SW
, BSc., C

hairperson,  
International N

etw
ork on Peace Building for Young C

hildren, N
. Ireland /U

K

Suna H
anoz-Penney, M

A
, M

PA
, International Program

s D
irector,     

AÇ
EV—

M
other C

hild Education Foundation, Turkey

Franz J. H
artl, JD

, U
niversity W

ebm
aster, Yale U

niversity, U
nited States

Jam
es F. Leckm

an, M
D

, PhD
, N

eison H
arris Professor in the  

C
hild Study C

enter and Professor of C
hild Psychiatry, Psychiatry,  

Psychology and Pediatrics, Yale U
niversity, U

nited States

Joanna Rubinstein, D
D

S, PhD
, C

hief Executive O
ffi

cer,  
W

orld C
hildhood Foundation U

nited States, Sw
eden / U

nited States

Pauline W
alm

sley, M
Sc, C

hief Executive O
ffi

cer, Early Years -  
T

he organisation for young children, N
. Ireland / U

nited K
ingdom

A
D

V
ISO

RY
 BO

A
RD

 (in alphabetical order)
M

oham
m

ed A
bu-N

im
er, PhD

, Senior Advisor of  
T

he International D
ialogue C

entre, Austria

M
aria Pia Belloni, PhD

, U
N

 R
epresentative for W

orld O
rganization  

for Early C
hildhood Education, Argentina; C

hairperson, N
G

O
 C

om
m

ittee  
on M

igration, U
nited States

A
nne-Claire de Liedekerke, M

A
, President, M

ake M
others  

M
atter, France

Liana G
hent, D

irector of the International Step-by-Step  
Association, T

he N
etherlands

T
ina H

yder, M
Sc, D

eputy D
irector, Early C

hildhood Program
,  

O
pen Society Foundations, U

nited K
ingdom

G
hassan Issa, M

D
, G

eneral C
oordinator, Arab N

etw
ork  

for Early C
hildhood D

evelopm
ent, Lebanon

A
li Shaar, M

D
, D

irector, Palestinian C
hild Institute, Palestine 

Paul Stephenson, M
S, Technical D

irector, C
hild Protection  

and Participation–W
orld Vision International, U

nited K
ingdom

Sherrie W
estin, D

r. H
onors, President, Social Im

pact  
and Philanthropy, Sesam

e W
orkshop, U

nited States

A
diti Shrikhande, Secretariat EC

PC
, U

N
IC

EF H
Q

 
N

. Shem
rah Fallon, D

irector of C
om

m
unications EC

PC
, Yale U

niversity

In this global pandem
ic that w

arrants the participation of all m
em

bers of society for containm
ent, and w

here  
inequalities becom

e starkly evident and pose greater risks to the vulnerable, engaging fam
ilies and children is  

im
perative. EC

D
 services can be a cost-eff

ective and sustainable w
ay to em

pow
er fam

ilies and com
m

unities  
to interrupt cycles of poverty and violence, as w

ell as build resilience and social cohesion. 
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#FutureChild#ECD4peace

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 16

“Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for  
sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build  

effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.”

EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT IS THE BEGINNING.


