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Consultation on Priorities for the Ministers for Women 

Response from Daycare Trust
Supporting families, particularly as they bring up children and care for older and disabled relatives

1. What, in your view, is the top issue to be addressed under this priority? (100 words)

Parents, particularly lone parents, still face a lack of available childcare at times that suit them, including after school, during school holidays, weekends and evenings. Further, many parents are sometimes reluctant to leave their very young children in childcare while they go out to work, yet they are unable to exercise their rights to maternity leave and pay, unpaid parental leave and flexible working as they simply cannot afford to. The cost of childcare still poses a formidable barrier for parents, particularly for those on low incomes, where even minimal costs can be expensive and a deterrent to using childcare. The quality of childcare should be further strengthened to improve parents’ confidence in childcare services.

2. How might we take this forward? Give a practical measure that can be taken to make a real difference:

a) in the short term (up to 5 years) – 100 words
· Expand free early years places for 2, 3 and 4-year olds to at least 20 hours a week, for 48 weeks in the year and subsidise out of school activities for all 11-14s and for younger children from poorer families, aiming ultimately to make them free. 

· Tackle the childcare affordability crisis by giving local authorities the means to develop sustainable services in poorer areas and provide free places for those missing out, including places for disabled children, parents needing out of hours care, Further Education students and parents of under-threes who want to train. 

· Reform the childcare element of the working tax credit as, for some, complexity and the risk of overpayments is acting as a disincentive to work and use childcare.

· Raise childcare quality by expanding the Transformation Fund, developing a new generation of childcare professionals and paying them properly.
b) for the next generation (up to 25 years) – 100 words

There are concerns regarding the long-term future of funding for childcare. Existing targets on quality standards –eg, qualification requirements, remain unambitious and lag far behind the best in Europe and elsewhere. Yet, parents cannot afford to pay more for quality improvements. We already have the makings of a successful model - the take-up of the free entitlement for 3 and 4 year olds shows that direct subsidy is more successful than demand-led and means-tested provision in getting to people who need the service. Funding to providers to reduce charges to parents is better at targeting disadvantaged groups. In the long-term more direct funding of provision could be made through local authorities and some exploration made of the possibilities of generating additional funds locally – for example through business rates. However, there will continue to be a need for means-tested help for parents for as long as parents are charged for services and therefore some version of the Childcare Tax Credit needs to be retained and improved.
This ‘quality and cost conundrum’ has to be solved in order to develop high quality services with appropriately qualified and paid staff (most of them women) with reasonable rates of pay and progression. To do this we need to spend a higher proportion of GDP on childcare. Recent reports from the OECD and Goldman Sachs show that directly subsidised childcare provides a key to reducing both child poverty and gender inequality. According to Goldman Sachs, reducing gender inequality through provision of childcare services in this way could have a more profound impact on growth of GDP than improving productivity.

Daycare Trust

September 2007

