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          I would like to start by thanking you for the opportunity to welcome you here and to open this seminar dedicated to the opportunities for investing in children, which is one of the most efficient methods to achieve long-term growth. I would like to thank all participants for the interest in and attendance of today's event. 
          Currently, we are faced with serious challenges relating to major financial difficulties, growing poverty and social exclusion and record-high unemployment rate, especially among the young. According to an alarming fact, Bulgarian nationals are at the highest risk of poverty and social inclusion in the EU. Given also the challenges posed by the ageing population and the declining number of people in active age, the stability and adequacy of the national social systems are being put to the test. In view of this, in 2013 the European Commission called on Member States to prioritise social investments and to modernise their social systems; which means better operation of active inclusion strategies and more efficient and more effective spending of the budget in the social field. 

            Amid the serious social and financial aftermath of the economic crisis, it is crucial to define clear long-term priorities. Social investments in children and young people are a particularly efficient tool in combating child poverty and social exclusion and in increasing opportunities at a later stage in life. Now we witness growing levels of deprivation of children as a result of: too limited provision of services relating to early child education (especially among the poor); a large share of people (mostly women) working part-time against their will. 

         The EU financial support, in particular that from the European Social Fund, is a key contribution to addressing these negative trends and achieving the goals on the agenda. Investments in human capital and social cohesion are a step forward to achieving the Europe 2020 targets. These investments today can prevent a much higher financial and social cost in future.

             Apart from financing community-based services for children, the European Social Fund via the Human Resources Development Operational Programme 2014-2020 will provide support for the policies of introducing a completely new approach to child care - more focused on early integration, promotion of foster care and prevention of abandonment in institutions. 
            Ethnic communities, including the Roma, are faced with numerous factors which increase poverty and the risk of social exclusion: school drop-outs, low level of education and qualifications, long-term unemployment and absence of work habits and health culture, limited employment opportunities, poor living conditions, unwillingness to use fully health, social and educational services. Children are seriously threatened by the prospect to continue the social exclusion pattern of their parents which is a prerequisite for long-term poverty and exclusion. In this respect, there is need for social investments and comprehensive interventions targeting parenting capacity building; the motivation of the child and the family for inclusion in the educational system; direct work in the community in support of disadvantaged families. 
Investments in activities targeting early child development, supporting families with children from vulnerable groups and providing quality child care and prevention services are part of the measures that could contribute to the active inclusion and more efficient and effective spending of the budget in the social area. The most efficient measure to reduce poverty and address social exclusion involves targeted activities improving the access to employment for parents who take care of their children at home. This will increase the standard of living of people permanently involved in child care at home, so that they can join the labour market using their full potential.
In conclusion, let me tell you that today we are faced with the growing necessity for modernisation of social systems via investments in early child care. In line with the strategic national priorities, the successful implementation of measures relating to early child development will help improve the well-being of children as a whole and our common future in the long run. 
