Mapping Early Childhood Programs in the Arab Region
Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to outline the key issues and challenges regarding Early Childhood Development (ECD) in Middle East and North Africa (MENA) in order to develop a framework under which OSI can support strategic Early Childhood interventions in the region.  The paper begins with an outline of the contextual factors that reflect the ethnic, social and economic diversity of the Arab region
.  It goes on to take a regional overview and highlight early advocacy initiatives around child focused policies and programs as well as the more recent imperatives which have drawn the attention of policymakers in the Arab states to issues around early childhood.  Thereafter the bulk of the paper presents a more nuanced view of the key early years’ issues and challenges reflected by the different countries clustered around their ranking on the Human Development Index
 so as to match the most urgent and prominent needs with the appropriate programmatic response to make a significant impact on the situation.   
Contextual factors
The Arab states in the MENA region are home to more than 300 million people, spread across 2 continents and more than 20 countries, each with its own history of passage to nationhood.  Though a large proportion of the population shares an Arabic heritage, rooted in a common ethos of family and community, the region nevertheless represents diverse ethnic identities, languages and culture.  
National economies are equally diverse.  The conspicuous dominance of oil wealth coexists with subsistence agriculture, even as the gradual emergence of the industrial and services sectors in some countries reflects trends towards diversification of the economic base.  Majority of the population lives in lower-middle income countries which have achieved medium levels of human development with about 4% of the population in the region estimated to be living below the international poverty line of US$ 1.25 per day.  However poverty can be quite overwhelming in countries such as Djibouti, Mauritania and Yemen, where almost a fifth of the population live below this international benchmark as well as in Egypt, where despite representing less than 2% of the population, more than 1.5 million people subsist at this level.  Moreover, if the benchmark is expanded to include population living on less than US$ 2 per day, the indicators jump to 44% for Egypt, 45% for Yemen and 63% for Mauritania.  In Egypt alone this amounts to a staggering 33 million people living on the edge in highly vulnerable conditions.  
Rates of urbanization vary as well.  While just over half the population in the region lives in urban areas (58%), it ranges from around 80% to 95% in some of the oil producing countries to about 31% in Yemen.  To what extent urbanization is associated with the well-being of children and their families is also not always clear as reflected in Djibouti, which has 87% of its population in urban areas, but struggles with some of the most challenging indicators of child survival, health and well-being
.   
Women have traditionally been in the role of homemakers and generally reflect low rates of literacy and employment.  However the female labor force participation rates in Mauritania (61%) and Djibouti (58%) are higher than the average rate for developed countries (52%) and are reasonably high in Kuwait (43%), Qatar (40%) and the UAE (39%).  Fertility rates are also high averaging at 3.2 for the Arab states with significant inter-country variations ranging from 1.9 for Tunisia to 5.5 for Yemen; the latter registering a growth rate of 1.2% in the population of 0-4 year olds annually.  This appears to be particularly high when compared against a weighted average of 0.5% for developing countries and 0.2% for developed countries
.  Thus, with some of the youngest and fastest growing populations, the region offers particular opportunities as well as challenges for Early Childhood Programming.
Regional Overview of Early Childhood

It is important to note that the focus on young children is not new to policymakers in the Arab region.  While NGOs took the lead in pushing the focus on children living in poverty and human rights following the International Year of the Child in 1979, the issue gained further currency on the advocacy agenda at the highest levels since the World Summit for Children in 1990 and the First Arab High Level Conference on Children was held in Tunisia in 1992.  
Furthermore, since the turn of the century, there have been a range of initiatives focusing on children, and indeed on Early Childhood.  In the year 2000 the Arab Conference on Education in Cairo identified Early Childhood as a priority area and called upon the Arab states to make quality Early Childhood Education (ECE) widely available and accessible, particularly among the more disadvantaged groups.  A regional Youth Forum highlighted challenges around educational achievement, curricular reform and the quality of teaching in the region.  Further deliberations through the Arab Summits (Amman, 2001; Amman, 2002; Beirut, 2003; Tunis, 2004), Arab High Level Conferences on Children (Cairo, 2001, Tunis, 2004) and several other regional fora led to the development of an Arab framework of the Rights of the Child.  A Regional Strategy with global targets to realize Minimum Standards for Children by 2015 was adopted in 2004.  On balance, the issue of Child Rights is still somewhat controversial in the cultural milieu of the Arab world.  However, the discourse has successfully drawn attention towards issues of poverty, conflict, disability and violence as major challenges to the realisation of the Rights of the Child in the region.     
More recently, the issue of Early Childhood has gained fresh impetus among the Arab states.  Over the past 40 years, countries in the region have made a medium to high level of investment in education, leading to almost full enrolment in primary education and impressive gains in promoting gender parity in basic education.  However, the internal efficiency of the educational system remains a cause of concern as high rates of repetition (3.2%), dropout (1.9% in grade 1) and disparity in completion rates (20.5% in Mauritania; 98.4% in the UAE)
 persist among children of school going age.  Moreover, there is a new thrust on entrepreneurship in the region as national economies seek to balance the traditional dominance of the public sector with growth led by private sector enterprises.  There is general agreement that the quality and methods of the traditional educational systems prove inadequate to generate the skills and mindset required in this scenario, prompting a readiness to examine alternative approaches to basic education.  In addition, a small but steady demand for childcare services has also emerged from increasing participation of women in the workforce and a general decline in traditional familial support systems available to them.
In response to the above, education reform in several Arab states has begun to look at ways to nurture more creative and critical thinking among pupils to enable them to be more competitive in the international arena.  Notably, the impact of early education experience in addressing these issues has been recognised as is suggested by the initiation of pre-primary education in almost all the countries of the region.  The infrastructure for pre-primary education has been growing, with some attention to issues such as determining the appropriate teacher-chid ratios, teacher training and a move towards modernizing curricula to emphasise active learning through play.    
Nonetheless, it is important to note that despite the above imperatives, the current range, coverage and duration of early childhood provision in the region is severely limited.  While the trend towards early education is growing, most countries offer one or at the most two years of pre-primary education.  The level of public spending on ECD is low and the sector receives only a small share in total bilateral / multilateral education aid.  More than 72% of the pre-primary provision is made through private, fee paying services and are therefore inaccessible to families who can not afford to pay, but would potentially benefit the most from them.    There is a need to promote the notion of Early Childhood as a public responsibility to promote equity.    
In all, the duration and coverage of pre-primary provision remains too low to be able to make a significant impact on the actual achievement of learners and indeed on the economic and social profile of the region.  Having recognised the value of timely interventions in the early years, the imperative now is to act urgently, comprehensively and substantively to invest in Early Childhood initiatives.
Strategic Analysis of Issues and Challenges

Drawing upon the broad scenario of ECD in the Arab states outlined above, OSI seeks to strategically align the ECD priorities in specific countries with the comparative advantage that the OSI Early Childhood Program (ECP) enjoys in addressing them.  In this regard, the Arab states display an interesting pattern, wherein mapping countries by income levels, indicators of child survival and well-being and the current reach of Early Childhood provision highlights specific ECD priorities and corresponding options for further action.  These can then be used to identify specific countries and programming approaches where ECP can be most effective.  This analysis is summarised below.
1. Low Income/ high poverty Low HDI / Countries 
Djibouti, Mauritania, Sudan and Yemen have low income levels with significant proportions of their populations living in poverty.  Despite a much lower proportion, the total numbers of people living in poverty are equally overwhelming in Egypt.  The pattern of ECD needs and vulnerabilities in these countries highlights very high rates of mortality and nutritional stunting as well as low rates of pre-primary coverage (see table 1 below).  
	Table 1: Early Childhood indicators in Low Income/ high poverty Low HDI / Countries

	
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H

	Country
	Under 5 Population

(mio)
2008
	% population below poverty line

(US$ 1.25)
	Child Survival

(U-5 mortality per 1000)
	Child Well-being

(% U5 with stunting)
	Gross enrolment in pre-primary Education


	Private Pre-primary enrolment (% of enrolment)
	Grade 1 dropout rate


	Child Disability

1999-2008, 

(% 2-9 yr olds)

	Egypt
	9.447
	2%

	23
	29%
	17%
	30%
	1.9%
	8%

	Yemen
	3.733
	18%
	69
	58%
	1%
	49%
	13.5%
	29%

	Sudan
	5.836
	na
	109
	40%
	23%
	38%
	7.6%
	Na

	Djibouti
	0.108
	19%
	95
	33%
	3%
	89%
	2.2%
	Na

	Mauritania
	0.475
	21%
	118
	32%
	2%
	78%
	9.1%
	30%

	Comparative data

	World
	634.63
	26
	65
	34%
	41%
	34%
	2.2%
	-

	Industrialized countries
	56.04
	-
	6
	-
	80%
	9%
	0.9%
	-

	Developing countries
	566.41
	27
	72
	34%
	36%
	49%
	4.4%
	-

	Transitional countries
	26.56
	6
	23
	-
	63%
	0.8%
	0.6%
	-

	MENA
	46.25
	4
	43
	32%
	19%
	72%
	1.9%
	-

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	134.53
	36
	144
	42%
	15%
	49%
	9.1%
	-

	W & C Africa
	66.79
	55
	169
	40%
	na
	na
	na
	-


Source: 
Columns A, B, C, D, H: The State of the World’s Children, UNICEF, 2009; Regional data reflected for MENA

Columns E, F & G: Education For All Global Monitoring Report, UNESCO, 2010; Regional data reflected for Arab states
It is evident from the above data that Mauritania, Sudan and Djibouti have the most alarming situation.  Almost one in ten children die by the time they reach the age of five and a third or more of those who survive, suffer from severe to moderate stunting as a result of malnutrition.  Yemen has maintained a reasonably high rate of reduction in under 5 mortality (3.4% annually), but has a population of more than 2 million children who suffer from nutritional stunting.  Egypt has made remarkable progress in reducing mortality (7.6% annually) and stunting but with a large population, has almost 2.7 million under-fives who are nutritionally stunted. 
The difficult situation of child survival and well-being further coexists with limited availability of pre-primary education.  While Sudan has managed a gross coverage of 23%, coverage of pre-primary education is way below the average even for Sub-Saharan Africa in Yemen, while in Egypt it is only marginally better.  Djibouti and Mauritania struggle with just 3%-2% coverage, provided largely by private entities.  Rates of dropout at primary grade 1 are alarmingly high in at least 3 of the five countries listed above.  There seems to be a high proportion of children with an identified disabling condition in Mauritania and Yemen, though data on disabilities is not available consistently.  
It appears that serious threats to child survival and wellbeing emerge at a very young age and often have a lasting effect on the child’s future outcomes.  Research clearly shows that the prevalence of early childhood stunting as early as two years of age is closely associated with poor cognitive and educational performance in children, much before interventions at preschool and school levels can play a role in their educational outcomes
.   The situation is exacerbated by low access to pre-primary education and difficulties in transition to the primary classroom.  These multiple disadvantages detrimentally affect children’s cognitive, motor, and social-emotional development. The children are likely to do poorly in school and subsequently have low incomes, high fertility, and provide poor care for their children, thus contributing to the intergenerational transmission of poverty. Appropriate Early Childhood response in the above scenario would need to take into account the following:
· Policy initiatives will need to address the multiple risks of poverty, malnutrition, poor health, and un-stimulating home environments through the full range of early childhood approaches from the earliest stages of development till the child has made successful transition to school;  
· Programs will likewise need to be developed through multi-sectoral engagement in order to link health, welfare and educational measures that support young children and their families, implemented through parenting support as well as provision of appropriate health and educational services.  
· In view of the large proportion of people living in situation of extreme poverty, scalable, pro-poor models with significant public sector investment will be required.  
· Early childhood must be linked with economic empowerment especially as significant  numbers of women are already participating in the labour force in some countries;

· Professional development of early childhood practitioners will need to tap and mentor the vast potential within communities to promote early years’ programs to meet the needs of their younger members through quality initiatives.  
2. Middle to Upper-middle Income, Medium HDI Countries
Syria, Morocco, Jordan, Algeria and Tunisia are included among the cluster of countries which reflect middle to upper-middle income levels and medium levels of human development on the HDI.  Their child survival and well-being indicators are significantly better than the low income countries and are roughly comparable to the situation in transitional countries of the CEE/CIS region (see table 2 below)  However it is noteworthy that despite very low levels of poverty, about a fifth of five year olds are at risk of cognitive under performance on account of malnutrition and the level of pre-primary coverage similar to that in developing countries (with the exception of Morocco which has 60% coverage but has been registering a decline in recent years).  
	

Table 2: Early Childhood indicators in Middle to Upper-middle Income, Medium HDI Countries

	
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H

	Country
	Under 5 Population

(mio)

2008
	% population below poverty line

(US$ 1.25)
	Child Survival

(U-5 mortality per 1000)
	Child Well-being

(% U5 with stunting)
	Gross enrolment in pre-primary Education


	Private Pre-primary enrolment (% of enrolment)
	Grade 1 dropout rate


	Child Disability

1999-2008, 

(% 2-9 yr olds)

	Jordan
	0.75
	<2%
	20
	12%
	32%
	92%
	2.1%

	-

	Tunisia
	0.78
	3%
	21
	6%
	22%

	na
	0.4%
	-

	Algeria
	3.33
	7%
	41
	15%
	30%
	34%
	0.7%
	1%

	Syria
	2.80
	-
	16
	28%
	10%
	72%
	2.2%
	-

	Morocco
	3.04
	3%
	36
	23%
	60%
	96%
	4.6%
	-

	Comparative data

	World
	634.63
	26
	65
	34%
	41%
	34%
	2.2%
	-

	Industrialized countries
	56.04
	-
	6
	-
	80%
	9%
	0.9%
	-

	Developing countries
	566.41
	27
	72
	34%
	36%
	49%
	4.4%
	-

	Transitional countries
	26.56
	6
	23
	-
	63%
	0.8%
	0.6%
	-

	MENA
	46.25
	4
	43
	32%
	19%
	72%
	1.9%
	-

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	134.53
	36
	144
	42%
	15%
	49%
	9.1%
	-

	W & C Africa
	66.79
	55
	169
	40%
	na
	na
	na
	-


Source: 
Columns A, B, C, D, H: The State of the World’s Children, UNICEF, 2009; Regional data reflected for MENA


Columns E, F & G: Education For All Global Monitoring Report, UNESCO, 2010; Regional data reflected for Arab states

Notably, Algeria, Morocco and Syria are faced with the challenge of addressing the needs of relatively large populations of eligible children, many of whom have no access to Early Childhood provision.  Morocco has begun to register a decline in hitherto high rates of pre-primary provision as a result of a policy towards privatisation of preschool services.  Algeria has maintained a low coverage of pre-primary education despite the large numbers of eligible children.  Furthermore, Syria and Jordan have substantial presence of particularly vulnerable people with poor access to basic services, notably the nomadic bedouin groups and Palestinian and Iraqi refugees (see section 4 for a further discussion on refugees from the conflict in Iraq).  Data on children with disabilities is almost non-existent.  
In addition to the challenges highlighted above, some initiatives around Early Childhood in the above countries are also noteworthy.  The Government of Jordan has invested substantially in developing policies and plans for children, with a National Agenda and Plan of Action for Children.  A national accreditation system for preschool education has been developed while the Ministry of Education has developed regulations for licensing of Kindergartens.  A new curriculum for early education is being developed and professional development support for early childhood teachers and trainers is being considered by the Ministry of Education.  Several Early Childhood programming approaches have been experimented with – including the Child to Child, High/Scope and the Better Parenting Partnership initiatives. Likewise, Syria is developing national strategies to improve the Early Childhood and pre-primary provision in the country, with substantial support from the Aga Khan Development Network.   In a similar vein, post Dakar investments have seen a steady increase in public investment in education in Tunisia and the Government is looking at ways to strengthen pre-primary education through public and private systems.  Demand for ECD services also has the added fillip of increasing participation of women in the labour force in Tunisia.  
The ECD priorities that emerge from the above analysis point in the direction of the following:

· Policy dialogue to build on the existing early childhood interest and initiatives through public-private-civil society partnerships; 
· Linking early childhood with issues around economic empowerment of women through their participation in the expanding tertiary sector economies.  
· Need for parenting support to address chronic under nutrition among young children, improve the home learning environments of all children and create the awareness and demand for effective early learning provision;

· Further focus on specific needs to ensure the inclusion of refugee and nomadic populations in developmental initiatives;
· Knowledge partnerships to promote quality assurance and professional development needs in ECD and early primary education.
3. High Income, Medium to High HDI Countries

The third category of countries in the region under consideration, are the rich Gulf states with very high levels of income and almost no recognised groups of people living in conditions of poverty.  Most of these countries (with the exception of Saudi Arabia) have small populations and all have the GDP to make substantial high quality investments in the care and development of young children to international standards.  In this regard it is noteworthy that their levels of child survival and well-being as well as the provision of pre-primary education lags way behind that of the developed countries, though there are exceptions on specific indicators (see table 3 below).     
	

Table 3: Early Childhood indicators in High Income, Medium to High HDI Countries

	
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H

	Country
	Under 5 Population

(mio)

2008
	% population below poverty line

(US$ 1.25)
	Child Survival

(U-5 mortality per 1000)
	Child Well-being

(% U5 with stunting)
	Gross enrolment in pre-primary Education


	Private Pre-primary enrolment (% of enrolment)
	Grade 1 dropout rate


	Child Disability

1999-2008, 

(% 2-9 yr olds)

	Kuwait
	0.25
	-
	11
	24%
	77%
	40%
	0.4%
	-

	Qatar
	0.08
	-
	10
	8%
	47%
	88%
	4.9%
	-

	United Arab Emirates
	0.31
	-
	8
	17%
	85%
	78%
	na
	-

	Bahrain
	0.07
	-
	12
	10%
	52%
	100%
	na
	-

	Libya
	0.70
	-
	17
	21%
	9%
	17%
	na
	-

	Oman
	0.293
	-
	12
	13%
	31%
	31%
	1.3%
	-

	Saudi Arabia
	2.86
	-
	21
	20%
	11%
	49%
	na
	-

	Comparative data

	World
	634.63
	26
	65
	34%
	41%
	34%
	2.2%
	-

	Industrialized countries
	56.04
	-
	6
	-
	80%
	9%
	0.9%
	-

	Developing countries
	566.41
	27
	72
	34%
	36%
	49%
	4.4%
	-

	Transitional countries
	26.56
	6
	23
	-
	63%
	0.8%
	0.6%
	-

	MENA
	46.25
	4
	43
	32%
	19%
	72%
	1.9%
	-

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	134.53
	36
	144
	42%
	15%
	49%
	9.1%
	-

	W & C Africa
	66.79
	55
	169
	40%
	na
	na
	na
	-


Source: 
Columns A, B, C, D, H: The State of the World’s Children, UNICEF, 2009; Regional data reflected for MENA


Columns E, F & G: Education For All Global Monitoring Report, UNESCO, 2010; Regional data reflected for Arab states

The ECD priorities in the above cluster of countries need a response to the high rates of child mortality and stunting despite the level of affluence afforded by their populations.  This would include parenting education and support to families of young children.  In addition, more focus needs to be brought on the issue of early learning through improvements in home learning environments as well as through the effective provision of quality preschool services.  For OSI, any engagement in these countries will also need to be considered against the priorities in the transitional countries of CEE/CIS, many of which are struggling to retain their provision for the early years in more difficult economic circumstances.  

In several countries, notably Qatar and Saudi Arabia, the government has taken the issue of enhancing the provision and quality of preschool education on board in new educational reform initiatives.  These include moves towards realignment of education sector provision through independent providers accountable to the service users, regulated by the state.  However, as yet there appears to be no substantial move to look at issues of care and development of younger children.  Nor is there a focus on issues of equity in preschool provision as the government’s role is increasingly being defined in regulation and quality assurance of services provided by private entities.  Libya, which has traditionally had a stronger public sector provision for basic services, has shown only marginal increase in pre-primary education currently limited at the level of 9%.  This is particularly noteworthy because it has the GDP to improve the level of pre-primary services through public and private provision.  Overall, in several countries in this cluster, many of these services will be inaccessible to lower-paid workers with young children, many of whom are economic migrants, often not counted in estimates of eligible populations for provision of basic services.  The civil society sector does not appear to be developed enough to generate a citizen’s response to these issues either.  Thus there is a clear need for advocacy on these issues.  
In response to the above, the following issues could be considered:
· Knowledge partnerships around technical support to government agencies and private providers for quality assurance and professional development needs in the early childhood sector.  
· Advocacy for extension of ECD provision for inclusion of the younger age groups through public-private partnerships and community based approaches as well as links to economic empowerment of women;

· Explore unrecognised / unattended ECD needs of lower paid workers and appropriate ways of addressing them.  

4. Countries / Areas dominated by long-standing conflict
In addition to the above three-tiered analysis of ECD priorities in the Arab region, there is a specific issue of countries or communities that have endured (and continue to face) long-standing conflict and war.  Notable among these are countries such as Lebanon and Iraq as well as people living in the Palestinian Autonomous Territories (AT) and the Palestinian citizens of Israel.   
As is evident from the available data summarised in table 4, the state of play of ECD in the conflict countries / areas is very variable and presents unique challenges for Early Childhood programming.  In Lebanon relatively high coverage in pre-primary education has been achieved through a series of initiatives, led variously by state provision, NGOs and private providers.  In the 1970’s, there was a major thrust on expanding pre-primary education services through public systems.  However, this was hampered by the eruption of the civil war in 1975.  Partly in response to the conflict, several NGOs stepped-in to provide kindergarten services to Palestinian refugees as well as to poor communities and in rural areas, which filled some of the gaps in ECD coverage.  Subsequently, coverage was increased through private and semi-private provision.  Meanwhile, state provision continued to play a steady but limited role and currently covers about a fifth of the total 3-6 year olds enrolled in pre-primary education
.  

	Table 4: Early Childhood indicators in Countries / Areas in the Arab region dominated by long-standing conflict

	
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H

	Country
	Under 5 Population

(mio)

2008
	% population below poverty line

(US$ 1.25)
	Child Survival

(U-5 mortality per 1000)
	Child Well-being

(% U5 with stunting)
	Gross enrolment in pre-primary Education


	Private Pre-primary enrolment (% of enrolment)
	Grade 1 dropout rate


	Child Disability

1999-2008, 

(% 2-9 yr olds)

	Lebanon

	0.32
	-
	13
	11%
	67%
	80%
	2.0%
	-

	Iraq
	4.45
	na
	44
	26%
	6%
	na
	11.1%
	21%

	Palestinian AT
	0.69
	-
	27
	10%
	30%
	100%
	0.8%
	-

	Comparative data

	World
	634.63
	26
	65
	34%
	41%
	34%
	2.2%
	-

	Industrialized countries
	56.04
	-
	6
	-
	80%
	9%
	0.9%
	-

	Developing countries
	566.41
	27
	72
	34%
	36%
	49%
	4.4%
	-

	Transitional countries
	26.56
	6
	23
	-
	63%
	0.8%
	0.6%
	-

	MENA
	46.25
	4
	43
	32%
	19%
	72%
	1.9%
	-

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	134.53
	36
	144
	42%
	15%
	49%
	9.1%
	-

	W & C Africa
	66.79
	55
	169
	40%
	na
	na
	na
	-


Source: 
Columns A, B, C, D, H: The State of the World’s Children, UNICEF, 2009; Regional data reflected for MENA


Columns E, F & G: Education For All Global Monitoring Report, UNESCO, 2010; Regional data reflected for Arab states

In contrast with the situation in Lebanon, young children in Iraq face a grim scenario with high mortality, malnutrition and poor pre-primary coverage as the country is reeling under war with no clear end in sight. Iraqis of all communities have been victimised by armed actors and many of them have fled to neighbouring countries.   According to the UN Refugee Agency and the International Organisation for Migration, more than 5 million Iraqis have been displaced by war and violence since 2003.  Of these, up to 1.5 million were living in Syria by 2007 and over 1 million were in Jordan, Iran, Egypt, Lebanon, Turkey and the Gulf states  While the refugees find it difficult to access health and education services in their host countries, the Government of Iraq is unable to accommodate those who return.  Indeed, many of those who returned were subsequently displaced again.  The situation has raised concerns over further destabilisation in the region
.  
While the Iraq war is of relatively more recent origin, the Palestinian – Israeli conflict has been one of the longest standing conflicts in the region.  About 1.2 million Palestinians live in Israel, referred to as the Palestinian Citizens of Israel.  Another 2.9 million reside in the West Bank and Gaza under Israeli control while approximately 2.2 million live as refugees in other countries such as Jordan, Lebanon and Syria.  In all these situations, there are gaps in the Early Childhood support available to families responsible for the care and development of young children.  Among the Israeli citizens, while the child mortality rate for Jewish communities is 3.6 per 1000, the rate for Arab Palestinian children is 8.3 per 1000.  Moreover, 90% of all Jewish children attend preschool while only 56% of all Arab children attend preschool according to the Ministry of Education data and the quality of provision leaves much to be desired.  
Furthermore, in the Palestinian Autonomous Territories in the West bank and Gaza, the estimated 30% coverage of pre-primary education is almost entirely on the basis of private provision, out of reach for many of the most eligible and vulnerable populations.  Likewise, the Palestinian refugees living in Jordan, Lebanon and Syria, find it hard to access basic facilities for health and education and reflect high rates of neonatal mortality and diseases such as diarrhoea and acute respiratory infections.  Over 95% of pre school age children are cared for at home and primary school dropouts are high
.  
Situations of conflict in general reflect some of the most urgent needs and acute vulnerabilities faced by young children and demand an extensive humanitarian response to support child survival, protection, registration, early intervention and developmental support.  This entails significant logistical, financial and political challenges.  The situation of Palestinian and Iraqi refugees described above is illustrative of this issue.  Moreover, in long standing conflict, the role of external agencies in promoting Early Childhood programs depends in great measure on the space available to local civil society initiatives to take the lead in placing a priority on ECD needs.  Often people are faced with unstable or unresponsive governance structures which do not have the capacity and resources – or even the inclination to meet their basic needs.    
Conclusion
It is evident that the ECD needs in the Arab states present a challenging scenario.  Three issues stand out from the above analysis:

· Despite the general affluence in the region, there are clear pockets of poverty in the Arab region.  In some countries as many as a fifth of the population lives below the 1.25 dollar benchmark and the proportions jump to just under half to almost two thirds of the population if the cut-off is raised to two dollar a day.  In Egypt alone this means more than 33 million people.   In otherwise affluent countries too, there are clear populations of marginalised communities who are often not reached through basic service provision.  They include nomadic communities, people affected by conflict and refugee communities, people with disabilities and low-earning economic migrants.  

· Chronic under nutrition is highly prevalent and even persists in affluent countries in the region.  It affects over a third to half the children below five in low income countries, but continues to affect 10% to over 20% of children in the middle and high income countries.  The support that families require to be able to provide adequately for the healthy growth, development and stimulation of children at younger ages is often not recognised enough.  

· The range of early childhood services is limited, largely in the form of pre-primary education though this is not part of compulsory education.  More attention needs to be given to programs for the ‘under-threes’ as well as parenting education and support commensurate with the need for such services.  Moreover, with the dominance of the private sector there are significant rural-urban and income disparities in coverage.    While many children are unable to access even the limited pre-primary provision there is a general lack of reliable data disaggregated for children 0-6 years old and research focusing on child poverty, disability and other aspects of social marginalization.  This further limits efficient and effective planning as well as the possibility of drawing and deploying investment effectively into the ECD sector.  
Nonetheless, despite the challenges, there are also significant opportunities. While traditional family values, ethos of group consciousness and interdependence lay the foundation of community based responses to ECD needs, there is growing recognition of the significance of early learning for better developmental outcomes of children.  There is tremendous value in linking early childhood initiatives with issues around economic empowerment especially where significant numbers of women are already participating in the labour force (eg Mauritania and Djibouti) as well as through their participation in the expanding tertiary sector economies of the Arab states.  Furthermore, despite the low level of public provision of early childhood services, government agencies in countries such as Jordan, Syria, Qatar etc have taken leadership in developing policy and program frameworks, kindergarten curricula and quality assurance systems to promote early learning opportunities.  Lebanon, Morocco and some of the Gulf states seem to have established a reasonable level of preschool coverage, though largely through private provision.  On the other hand, NGOs and aid agencies have maintained preschool coverage of about a third of the Palestinian families in the West bank and Gaza.    Diverse avenues of public-private-civil society partnerships can be built upon these developments.   
The preceding analysis has highlighted a range of priorities.  Following the core mission of the Soros Foundations Network, the OSI Early Childhood Program is particularly interested in opportunities to address disadvantage and promote social justice and equity through effective early interventions.  Prominent among these are ideas around implementation of exemplary child centered approaches which target quality and equity –appropriately differentiated programs building on child-centred individualised learning approaches to address diverse learning needs of pupils including children with disabilities and those at risk of facing other developmental barriers.  ECP is also exploring knowledge partnerships to promote quality assurance and professional development needs in ECD and early primary education, forging partnerships with external partners as well as drawing upon resources within the region.  Also of interest are avenues of nurturing civil society entities engaging with early childhood, including teachers’ associations and parent bodies and promoting the dialogue between government and civil society actors through national and regional initiatives.  Through these initiatives, the ECP seeks to contribute towards building local capacities of NGOs, professional networks and government departments to expand the range, access and quality of ECD provision and the development of a strong early childhood sector in the MENA region.  
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� Noting that different organisations include somewhat different clusters of countries to refer to the MENA, this paper focuses largely on Early Childhood issues in the Arab states, including the Palestinian citizens of Israel as well as the Occupied Palestinian Territories.  The methodology can be extended to include other countries if required.


� The Human Development Index (HDI) incorporates indices on life expectancy at birth, adult literacy, enrolment in formal education, and GDP per Capita.


� State of the World’s Children Report, UNICEF, 2010


� EFA GMR, UNESCO 2010


� EFA GMR, UNESCO 2010


� Population living on less than USD2 per day is 44% in Egypt (EFA GMR, 2010)


� Grantham-McGregor, S. et al.. 2007. 'Developmental potential in the first 5 years for children in developing countries', In Lancet 2007; 369.


� Dropout reported at grade 2 (EFA, GMR, 2010)


� Data only available for school year ending 2003 (EFA GMR, 2008).


� Source: Four et al, 2006


� Under Income-HDI classification, Lebanon would under the Middle-income medium HDI category


� Source: � HYPERLINK "http://www.refugeesinternational.org/content/article/detail/9679" ��http://www.refugeesinternational.org/content/article/detail/9679�, accessed May 27, 2008.


� Source: United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees data
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