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CHAIRMAN’S FOREWORD 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 
The issue of quality and affordable childcare has become an increasingly pressing one 
for Irish families in recent years. The Joint Committee on Health and Children identified 
it as a key area to be addressed. The Committee held a number of meetings on this 
important issue and heard evidence from a range of stakeholders who are listed in the 
report. I would like to thank them all for their important input and commitment to 
assisting the Committee in its work. 
 
Based upon the hearings, the Joint Committee arrived at a number of recommendations 
and conclusions, which are set out in the report. The report endorses a vision of 
childcare provision that is inclusive, affordable, and of high quality.  

It is important to note that the 2016 Budget childcare package took account of and in 
some areas, made substantial progress in resolving issues identified during the 
Committee hearings. A summary of these measures is set out in the report.  The 
Committee strongly welcomes additional funding for children with disabilities, to focus 
on supports for each child’s needs, in line with this report’s conclusions.    

I wish to express particular thanks to Sandra McLellan T.D., who acted as Committee 
Rapporteur in the preparation and writing of this report. 

I commend this report to both Houses of the Oireachtas with a request that it be 
debated in both Houses. 

 

 
 
___________________________ 

Jerry Buttimer, T.D.     
Chairman     
Joint Committee on Health and Children 
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PREFACE BY COMMITTEE RAPPORTEUR SANDRA MCLELLAN TD 

 

 
 

This report highlights the need to develop an affordable and quality childcare system in 
Ireland. This is a pressing social challenge. The costs of childcare are placing an 
enormous burden on many families, typically amounting to the monthly equivalent of a 
mortgage payment, or a single salary. 
 
Three main issues within the sector must be addressed:  
 

 The cost of childcare; 

 Quality - due to the need for further public investment; and 

 Lack of access to services. 
 
The broad aim should be to provide affordable and quality childcare for all families, 
children, and parents who need it. The childcare sector needs further investment and 
regulation, and a more co-ordinated approach. These issues must be addressed with 
the same focus as in other levels of education. Early years care and education must be 
treated as the primary stage of the education system.  
 
High quality early years care and education is not only good for children, it is good for 
the economy and society as a whole. Research confirms that early years investment 
lays the foundation for long-term economic and social progress. The National Economic 
and Social Forum estimates that for every euro we invest in high quality early childhood 
care and education in childcare, we can expect a net gain between four and seven 
euro.1 
 
We should work towards developing a model that is publicly subsidised, of high quality, 
and that ensures universal access. Any future model should also be based on 
establishing a system of paid leave, which supports mothers and fathers, and which 
addresses both work and family life. Further promotion and extension of flexible working 
hours must also be considered as part of the solution.  
 
Families that experience high levels of disadvantage, or who are vulnerable due to 
additional societal needs, can particularly benefit from high standard early care and 
education services. When combined with health and parenting supports, the results can 
be positive in tackling social inclusion.  
 
However, as has been highlighted by our stakeholders during the course of the Joint 
Committee’s meetings on childcare, if the services provided are of low quality for the 
families involved, the long-term benefits to children can be compromised.  

                                            
1 National Economic and Social Forum 2005, Early Childhood Care and Education 
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This Committee supports a vision of a sustainable childcare system that is inclusive, 
affordable, and of a high quality. Further development of policy needs to be child-
centred. The Committee believes that it is possible to keep the child at the heart of the 
process, while upgrading the childcare system.  
 
In reaching our conclusions and recommendations, the Joint Committee drew upon the 
overwhelming evidence in favour of affordable and quality childcare, provided from a 
diverse range of stakeholders, experts and parents with experience working in this field.  
 
During this engagement, I attended a series of public meetings across the State, and I 
want to particularly to express thanks for the advice and help provided during a number 
of public meetings with parents, service providers and staff which took place in Cork, 
Dublin Waterford, Meath and Louth. I hope the contributions made at these meetings 
have been adequately represented in the recommendations contained within this 
Report. 
 
Finally, I would like to acknowledge and pay tribute to the hard work and commitment of 
my party colleague, Kaniah Cusack, who played an invaluable role in helping to compile 
this report. 
 
 
Sandra McLellan, T.D. 
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ADDENDUM: REPORT UPDATE FOLLOWING BUDGET 2016 INITIATIVES 

 
This Addendum to the report reflects policy decisions and measures, taken in Budget 

2016, and to date, in relation to services and capital allocations for childcare services.  

This summary should be read alongside the report.  

 

 Minister James Reilly committed to an increase in funding for pre-school services 

from €260 million to £345 million in Budget 2016. 

 From September 2016, every child will be entitled to free pre-school from age 3 

until they start primary school, or up to age 5 and a half, with an additional €47 

million allocation. 

 Restoration, from September 2016 of the €2 reduction in capitation grants, made 

in 2012 

 An additional sum of €17 million has been allocated for children with disabilities, 

which will focus on 7 different levels of support based on each child’s needs. 

 An extra 8,000 places have been provided under the Community Childcare 

Subvention Scheme. These places will also be available to private childcare 

providers for the first time to the sum of €16 million. 

 Measures costing €3.5m to enhance childcare quality including an audit of 

quality, further rollout of Siolta and increased inspections.  

 Further investment in the sum of €1.5m in the Learner Fund to assist pre-school 

providers to meet increased demand for free pre-school provision.  This funding 

is also intended to subsidise applicants in securing the necessary qualification of 

Level 6 for the position of ECCE room leader.  

 Capital Funding has also been provided to incentivise the greater provision of 

afterschool care options on school premises and other minor works to the sum of 

€3 million. 

 Two weeks paternity leave entitlement from September 2016. 

 €5 per month increase in Child Benefit. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
1. The first 1,000 days of a child’s life are crucial in influencing how they develop in later 

life.2  Child development begins from birth, and not at the school gate. There is a need to 
change the public perception about the role of Early Years care. Learning.  A 
Government-led campaign is needed to promote the importance of Early Years care as a 
public good.  

 
2. There should be no separation, as far as possible, between treatment of private and 

community services in delivery of childcare services. All services are governed by the 
same legislation and same standards, with similar staffing pay scales.  
 

3. The Committee welcomes and acknowledges the increased provision announced in 
Budget 2016 so that from September 2016, children will also be able to enrol in pre-
school at three different times in the year.  
 

4. Implementation of this extension of ECCE remains a significant challenge.  Adequate 
resources are needed to ensure the extension of free childcare year benefits the 
estimated 127,000 additional children in its first year of operation. The Minister and the 
Department should also continue to adopt a partnership approach with childcare 
providers to ensure that any implementation issues are resolved at an early stage.    
 

5. A strategy is needed to ensure that services are inclusive, so that additional needs of 
children are met. The Committee strongly welcomes additional funding delivered in 
Budget 2016 for children with disabilities, as a first step in developing such a strategy.   

 
6. The Committee supports measures to introduce two weeks paternity leave for fathers 

from September 2016.  Consideration should also be given to the provision of an 
additional 6 months paid parental leave through the social protection system, to be taken 
by either parent so that a parent can be at home for at least the first year. 

 
7. The process of publication of Tulsa Inspection Reports should be standardised and 

accelerated. 
 

8. Consideration should be given to merging the Pre-School Inspectorate in Tulsa with the 
new Education-focused Inspectors appointed by the Department of Education and Skills 
into a single Inspectorate. 
 

9. A new support system should be developed, particularly for committee-managed 
childcare services, to alleviate the pressure on volunteers. 
 

10. The National Childcare Co-ordination Committee should be re-established.  This was the 
only forum where civil servants met with those working on the ground and with relevant 
stakeholders. 
 

11. Consideration should be given to running the ECCE scheme for a 48-week period (as 
distinct from 38 weeks) to support children and families over a longer period. 

 
12. There is a need, in the longer term, to move towards greater state subsidisation of 

childcare to relieve parents of the burden of an ‘extra mortgage’ and to ensure that the 
sector is sustainable for service providers,  
 

13. The Committee hearings identified a need to address pay and conditions and to move 
beyond the low-pay model currently in operation.  This issue was not adequately 
addressed in the Inter-departmental Group Report (July 2015), and was not included in 
the childcare measures announced in Budget 2016.   

                                            
2 http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/oireachtas/first-1-000-days-of-life-key-to-happiness-committee-told-

1.2476350  

http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/oireachtas/first-1-000-days-of-life-key-to-happiness-committee-told-1.2476350
http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/oireachtas/first-1-000-days-of-life-key-to-happiness-committee-told-1.2476350
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14. Consideration should be given to providing a minimum of five Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD) days per year. A module for working with additional needs could 
also be incorporated into childcare training. 
 

15. The Committee welcomes Budget 2016 measures to extend the Learner fund for level 6 
training. Consideration should be given to also extending the training budget to  provide 
access to level 7 and level 8 training. A national awareness campaign is recommended 
to inform all householders of their obligation to register as a single employer if someone 
is working for them in their private home.  
 

16. Efforts must be made to ensure that the au pair industry recruitment agencies are aware 
of, and comply with the Employment Agencies Act 1971.An eligible employment permit 
should be introduced for domestic work in order to respond to labour market demand 
and mitigate exploitation. There is a need to develop a school age care strategy in order 
to support investment and quality standards, similar to the Síolta and Aistear 
frameworks. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Childcare in Ireland – the current system  

 
Currently, childcare can be delivered by the community, public and private sectors. At present, 
the sector is primarily market driven. Consequently, quality and affordability are largely left to the 
market. Although many options appear to be available, there is a need for greater cohesion and 
co-ordination of services.  
 
Ireland has approximately 4,300 childcare centres with over 21,000 staff. In addition, there are 
approximately 20,000 childminders, who receive payments for their work.  

Types of childcare available 

 
Formal childcare encompasses education at pre-school, childcare at centre-based services 
before or after school hours, and childcare at day-care centres and playschools. 
 
Informal childcare includes childminders working in their homes, as well as care by nannies 
and au pairs, and also care by grandparents and other relatives. It is largely unregulated by the 
State with regard to quality control, employment rights, child protection and/or taxation. 

Current options for parents 

 
Full-day care is a structured care service for more than 3.5 hours per day. Providers care for 
children from three months to six years. Some may also include an after-school facility. In full-
day care, sleeping arrangements and food preparation must meet standards laid down by the 
Child and Family Agency. Providers include day nurseries and crèches. 
 
Sessional services offer a planned programme consisting of up to 3.5 hours per session (such 
as a morning or an afternoon). Generally, they cater for children between two and six years of 
age. These services may also be provided for younger children.  
 
Parent and toddler groups operate where a group of parents, guardians or carers, and 
children come together for supervised play and companionship for their parents. 
 
Naíonraí are nursery schools or playschools operating through Irish. 
 
Playschools give children an opportunity to play with other children of a similar age, learn to 
share and take turns and to understand the rules of the classroom, such as listening. 
 
The Early Start Programme is a one-year preventative intervention scheme offered in selected 
schools in designated disadvantaged areas to three- and four-year-old children. 

 
Childminders care for children in the minder’s own home. A childminder can care for upto five 
children under six years of age. Parents and childminders arrange their own terms and 
conditions. Only childminders caring for four or more pre-school children have to notify Tusla 
that they are providing a childcare service. All other childminders are exempt from regulation. 
 
As part of the National Childminding Initiative, childminding development grants are available to 
childminders from their local City or County Childcare Committee (CCC). In addition, 
childminder’s tax relief is available for those who look after up to three children in their own 
home. 
 
Au pairs: there is no legal definition of or regulatory framework in relation to au pairs. An au pair 
is not a professional nanny or childminder, and an arrangement with the host family can often 
include assistance with other household chores. Contract law and employment legislation are 
generally used to establish whether or not a person is an employee. As highlighted through the 

http://www.omc.gov.ie/viewdoc.asp?fn=%2Fdocuments%2Fchildcare%2Fchildminders.htm&mn=chiy&nID=5
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course of Health and Children Committee hearings, this part of the childcare sector is largely 
unregulated and creates concern around employment rights for employees. 
 
School-age childcare and after-school care can include breakfast clubs, after-school clubs 
and school holiday programmes such as summer camps or can include homework supervision 
and planned activities.  However, Rapporteur outreach meetings with stakeholders highlighted a 
shortage of affordable after-school provision.  
 

CHILDCARE SUPPORT SCHEMES 

 
Early Childhood Care and Education  
 
This scheme was introduced in January 2010, and provides a universal free pre-school year in 
the year before primary school. Children aged between three years, two months and four years, 
seven months on the 1st of September each year are eligible for a place for one year. The 
scheme operates for 38 weeks in the year, 5 days a week, 3 hours per day. The scheme is free 
to parents. Providers receive a capitation payment per child of €62.50 per week, or €73 per 
week in a higher capitation payment for graduate-led provision.  
 
Community Childcare Subvention Scheme  
 
The Community Childcare subvention scheme is a subsidy paid to community childcare 
services only that is intended to financially support those parents who are in receipt of social 
welfare payments. This scheme is not open to for-profit childcare providers. The geographic 
limitations of the scheme may mean that some children are entitled to a place but are unable to 
avail of one.   

Training and Employment Childcare (TEC) Programmes  

 
This comprises of the following three programmes:  
 
After-School Childcare Scheme 
 
The After-School Childcare Scheme (ASCC) supports low-income families with assistance in 
returning to work. The scheme provides subsidised after-school childcare places to people with 
children of primary school age who find employment, increase the number of days they work, or 
take up a place on an employment support scheme. 
 
Childcare Education and Training Support Programme (CETS)  
 
CETS can provide full-time, part-time or after-school childcare places.  If an individual has 
applied for a vocational training course provided by an Education and Training Board and needs 
childcare, he / she may qualify for childcare at reduced rates under the CETS Programme.  
 
Community Employment Childcare (CEC) Programme  
 
The Community Employment Childcare (CEC) Programme provides childcare places at reduced 
rates for Community Employment (CE) applicants who need childcare so that they can take up 
a place on a CE scheme.3 
 
  

                                            
3http://www.nwci.ie/index.php?/learn/article/what_women_want_a_scandinavian__model#sthash.OTuu8J

OV.dpuf 

http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/social_welfare/social_welfare_payments/social_welfare_payments_and_work/afterschool_childcare_scheme.html
http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/education/vocational_education_and_training/child_care_support_during_fas_training_courses.html
http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/education/pre_school_education_and_childcare/community_employment_childcare_programme.html
http://www.nwci.ie/index.php?/learn/article/what_women_want_a_scandinavian_childcare_model%20/%20sthash.OTuu8JOV.dpuf
http://www.nwci.ie/index.php?/learn/article/what_women_want_a_scandinavian_childcare_model%20/%20sthash.OTuu8JOV.dpuf
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KEY CHALLENGES FOR CHILDCARE SERVICES 

 
Long-term Investment 

 
Childcare in Ireland needs significant medium and long-term investment.  Although there are 
many options available, as outlined above, investment in childcare places is below the EU 
average:  
 

“Currently Ireland is spending between 0.2-0.4% of GDP which is significantly below 
the EU average of 0.8% and the UNICEF target of 1% of GDP. Every parent knows 
what these figures mean by now – for some parents, it means spending over 40% of 
their income on childcare. For others, mainly women, it means dropping out of the 
workforce.”4 

 
Demographic changes also highlight the need for further investment. The CSO estimates that 
the number of children aged four and under is set to increase from 354,000 to 364,000-369,000 
by 2016.5 Early Childhood Ireland’s report, Footsteps for the Future, states that:  
 

“The current system does not have the capacity to absorb the increases in demand 
estimated to be required over the coming years. We cannot continue to fund the 
system as-is, given demographic pressures and concerns around the sustainability 
of service provision.” 

 
Cost 
 
General childcare costs vary greatly depending upon the type of childcare chosen, the number 
of hours provided and the geographic location of the facility. However, affordability is a challenge 
for many families.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that typical childcare costs are the equivalent 
to the cost of a mortgage, or a single salary. For example, a recent survey found that the 
average price of a crèche for a year for two young children was €21,562, with national average 
prices slightly lower, at €19,600.6 
 
According to research from the OECD’s family database, which surveyed 34 countries, for 
working couples earning 150% of the average wage between them, the cost of full-time care for 
a two- and three-year-old is highest in the Ireland and the UK.7  
 
OECD figures confirm that in 2012, the cost of childcare is relatively high in Ireland.  Out of 
pocket childcare costs for a couple represented over 42 % of Net Income in Ireland, compared 
with an EU average of 12.7%, or 41.6 % for a single parent in Ireland, compared to an EU 

average of 12.3 %8. The figures are after child benefit, tax relief or other benefits.  

 
In countries such as Austria, Greece and Sweden, where childcare charges are relatively low, 
and in those such as Portugal and Korea, where the State provides a high level of childcare 
support, net childcare costs are around or below 5% of average wage. However, in Ireland and 
the UK, net childcare costs work out the highest, ahead of Switzerland, Canada, the US, and 
New Zealand, at more than 40% of the average wage.9 
 
The high cost of childcare in Ireland acts as a barrier to access for many parents who 
would otherwise seek employment.  This is illustrated by a European Quality of Life 

                                            
4
 http://www.dit.ie/cser/media/ditcser/images/accessible-childcare.pdf  

5
 https://www.earlychildhoodireland.ie/launch-of-footsteps-for-the-future/ p. 3. 

6
 http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/childcare-crisis/cost-of-childcare-as-high-as-25k-a-year-for-just-

two-children-31509189.html 
7 Ibid. 
8
 OECD Economic Surveys: Ireland 2015 - © OECD 201.  www.oecd.org/els/social/workincentives  

9 Ibid. 

http://www.dit.ie/cser/media/ditcser/images/accessible-childcare.pdf%20/
https://www.earlychildhoodireland.ie/launch-of-footsteps-for-the-future/
http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/childcare-crisis/cost-of-childcare-as-high-as-25k-a-year-for-just-two-children-31509189.html
http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/childcare-crisis/cost-of-childcare-as-high-as-25k-a-year-for-just-two-children-31509189.html
http://www.oecd.org/els/social/workincentives
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Survey, which found that 59% of those trying to use childcare services in Europe reported 
cost as the main obstacle to access these services.10  
In relation to childcare costs, the National Women’s Council of Ireland has stated:  

 
“While childcare costs in Ireland are between €800 - €1000 per child every month, 
for a full time place, Finnish childcare costs €283 per month in municipal crèches, 
while Norway caps the monthly cost of childcare at about £280 a month. The 
childcare costs are similar in France, Spain, Belgium and Germany, and quality 
standards are all higher than Ireland.”11 

 
Price caps guaranteeing a maximum cost for all families are a feature in some European 
countries. Such an approach insulates parents from price increases, while also ensuring the 
financial sustainability of services.  The majority of EU countries provide subsidies to assist 
parents in meeting additional childcare costs (e.g. crèche costs for young children). In Sweden 
and Denmark, parents pay a maximum of 20% and 33% of costs respectively. Ireland offers no 
such provisions for most parents, with subsidies being made through the CCS and TEC 
programmes..12 
 
Childcare Educator Employment Entitlements/Rights 
 
The Joint Committee heard evidence from a wide range of stakeholders to suggest that pay and 
conditions are often not commensurate with the relatively high level of education of childcare 
workers. In evidence to the Committee, Marian Quinn from the Association of Childhood 
Professionals referred to a typical level of pay of between €10 and €11 an hour, slightly below 
the level of the ‘living wage’ of €11.45: 
 

 
This yields an unsustainable income, and matters are made worse when one considers 
that a huge portion of the workforce are seasonal, sessional workers who are only paid 
for their contact time with the children, and not for many other elements of their job 
description e.g. planning, documenting, meeting with parents, engaging with external 
professionals, etc.  (Marian Quinn, 18 June 2015).  

 
Evidence provided in the Committee hearings highlighted the limited career development 
opportunities in childcare services.  Witnesses at the Committee hearings also emphasised that 
many workers find themselves on contracts of 38 weeks per year, resorting to job-seekers’ 
allowance for the remainder of the year, with implications for the quality of employees being 
retained in the profession.  
 
In the Joint Committee’s hearings on the issue, Startstrong’s Director, Ciarín de Buis outlined a 
number of challenges facing the sector as follows:  
 

Some services in Ireland do offer high quality care, but they do so in spite of a lack of 
funding and support. They do so in a situation where staff often earn little more than the 
minimum wage and have poor working conditions (with many staff laid off in the summer 
months), and where some managers draw no salary at all. That some children benefit 
from high quality early care and education services is a reflection on the dedication and 
commitment of those services. For those services to continue to provide high-quality 
within our current model of early years is unsustainable.13   
 

 
 
 

                                            
10

 Eurofound, European Quality of Life Survey, 2013. 
11http://www.nwci.ie/index.php?/learn/article/what_women_want_a_scandinavian_childcare_model#sthash.OTuu8J

OV.dpuf 
12 The Guardian, Childcare Costs: The UK and Ireland Are Worst on Costs, 28 March 3015. 
13  http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/healthandchildren/health2015/Presentation-by-Ms-
Ciairín-de-Buis,-Director,-Start-Strong.docx, p. 1.  

http://www.nwci.ie/index.php?/learn/article/what_women_want_a_scandinavian_childcare_model%20/%20sthash.OTuu8JOV.dpuf
http://www.nwci.ie/index.php?/learn/article/what_women_want_a_scandinavian_childcare_model%20/%20sthash.OTuu8JOV.dpuf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/healthandchildren/health2015/Presentation-by-Ms-Ciairín-de-Buis,-Director,-Start-Strong.docx
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/healthandchildren/health2015/Presentation-by-Ms-Ciairín-de-Buis,-Director,-Start-Strong.docx
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Northern Ireland 

The Northern Ireland Executive's draft childcare strategy states that "Every child, parent and 
family will have access to affordable, integrated, quality childcare". The target is to deliver the 
vision by 2025. The document proposes increasing the number of childcare places from 56,000 
to 100,000. It is envisaged that 1,000 places will be focused on flexible childcare - with 
consideration given to financial support for childcare centres that open outside normal working 
hours.14 

The Northern Ireland Executive is open to the use of school facilities where possible. It will also 
look at options for increasing childcare provision in the workplace, beginning with the public 
sector.  However, the aim is to also encourage larger private sector employers to consider on-
site childcare facilities. 

Siobhan Fitzpatrick, chief executive of Early Years, which promotes childcare for under-13s, 
says that "If there isn't support in the childcare strategy for both the demand side and the supply 
side, we'll be high on aspiration but short on actual deliverable actions.”  
 
The Case of Finland 
 
The case of Finland is often examined as a model of best practice. The school age is 7 years 
but pre-school is a standard requirement. Almost all Finnish children attend one year of pre-
school from age 6. The level of care given in Finland is quite high and is generally reflected in 
the acknowledged high standard of childrens’ lives.  
 
The Case of Germany 
 
A rights-based approach was adopted in Germany in the 2013 Childcare Reforms. This ensures 
that every child between the ages of one and three has the legal right to early childhood support 
in a day-care centre or nursery. The German case suggests that if children’s rights are 
enshrined in legislation, there is a bigger onus on government to seriously address the needs of 
the sector. 
 
The Scandinavian Model 
 
The Scandinavian Model is recognised internationally as an effective and positive model. 
Organisations such as the National Women’s Council of Ireland, Barnardos and Start Strong 
have called for its introduction in Ireland. Reforms that would accord with the Scandinavian 
model include applying minimum qualification requirements to all workers, introducing a second 
free pre-school year, reforming the inspection system, and extending subsidies.15 
 
Government Investment in Childcare 

 
Between 2000 and 2010, the State, in partnership with the EU, invested €425m in creating 
childcare places across Ireland. From 2006 through 2010, the National Childcare Investment 
Programme (NCIP) became the State’s official vehicle for investment in the sector. 
 
In January 2015, the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs established the Inter-Departmental 
Group, tasked with assessing policies and future options for improving the affordability, quality 
and supply of services in the early years, school-age care and education sectors in Ireland. In 
July 2015, the Inter-Departmental Group published its report and recommendations.  These will 
be discussed further in more detail.16 

 
The Government currently spends in the region of €260 million each year on early years and 
school-age care and education services. It should be noted that Budget 2016 allocated a further 

                                            
14 Northern Ireland Executive, Budget 2015-2016. 
15 http://www.barnardos.ie/what-we-do/campaign-and-lobby/our-recent-work/scandinavian-childcare-in-ireland-

making-it-happen.html 
16 Department of Children and Youth Affairs , Report of the Inter-Departmental Working Group: Future Investment 

in Childcare in Ireland, 22 July 2015. 

http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/childcare
http://www.barnardos.ie/what-we-do/campaign-and-lobby/our-recent-work/scandinavian-childcare-in-ireland-making-it-happen.html%20/
http://www.barnardos.ie/what-we-do/campaign-and-lobby/our-recent-work/scandinavian-childcare-in-ireland-making-it-happen.html%20/
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€85m towards a childcare package, representing a welcome additional investment in the sector.  
The bulk of this money funds three programmes catering for approximately 100,000 children: 
the early childhood care and education (ECCE) programme; the community childcare 
subvention programme (CCS); and the training and employment childcare (TEC) programme. 
The remaining monies are directed towards funding city and county child care committees, the 
national voluntary child care organisations, and a range of quality development and training 
initiatives such as the Learner Fund, Better Start, childminder development grants, and toddler 
group grants. 
 
Notwithstanding such investment, the Committee notes the following:  
 

 Historically, public spending on childcare and early education as a percentage of 
GDP in Ireland ranked among the lowest in the OECD;17 
 

 The average spend within the OECD is approximately 0.8% of GDP. In comparison, 
Ireland spends between 0.2% to 0.4% of GDP on childcare services; 

 

 In 2015, spending on pre-school services amounts to less than €270m per year or 
less than 0.2% GDP. It is noted that UNICEF recommends a spend of 1% of GDP in 
this area; 

 

 As highlighted by Secretary General Dr Fergal Lynch18, the Census in 2014 indicated 
that there were approximately 436,000 children aged between 0 and five years and 
almost 460,000 children aged six to 12 years living in Ireland; 

  

 Of these, about 18.3% live in a lone-parent household, and 5.8% of them have a 
disability. The latest data from the EU SILC survey on income and living conditions 
estimates that some 7.4% of 0 to five-year-olds and 11.1% of six to 12-year olds are 
classified as living in consistent poverty; 

 

 Most recent CSO figures show that Ireland has the highest birth rate in the EU, with 
14.4 births for every 1,000 people (July 2015). This further emphasises the critical 
need for the provision of childcare as our population increases, and in order to 
encourage women back into the workforce; 

 

 In summary, stakeholders, parents, service providers and workers conclude that 
continued State investment is key, as it impacts on all decisions; 

  

 If Ireland is to achieve the OECD average level of investment in early years services, 
or the UNICEF international benchmark, significant sustained investment in early 
years services will be required.  

 
 

 The OECD finding that quality is more readily influenced through supply-side 
subsidies than through demand-side measures, such as tax credits and cash 
payments. 

 

 
 
 
  

                                            
17 OECD, Education Skills Beyond School, Education Indicators in Focus, February 2013. 
18

 Opening statement to Oireachtas Committee on Health and Children (25 June 2015). 
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Quality Childcare - Challenges to achieving Quality 

 
Although the proportion of families accessing childcare appears to be quite high, this can be 
misleading. High participation rates in formal childcare do not necessarily “provide a direct 
answer to the question of whether demand for childcare has been met”19  
 
Varying standards and a lack of consistency in inspection formats can impact on the quality of 
childcare in Ireland. Updated and regular HSE inspections should become an integral part of the 
childcare process. Inspection reports must be made accessible to concerned parents.  
 
The Joint Committee notes  a recommendation in the Eurofound report which states that 
“childcare policy development should be pursued as a policy in its own right rather than as an 
aspect of policies primarily concerned with promoting equal opportunities in the labour market or 
the reconciliation of family and work life.20 
 
Equality of Access to Childcare 

 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child assigns responsibility to Government 
to “render appropriate assistance to parents” and to ensure that “children of working parents 
have the right to benefit from child care services and facilities”.21 
 
The 2006 UN Convention on Persons with Disabilities enshrined fundamental rights for all 
disabled persons. Based on this, a child with additional needs has the same rights as all other 
children and needs to be included in the same early childhood education setting.  
 
However, evidence heard before the Oireachtas Health and Children Committee highlighted the 
fact that some children with additional needs can experience long-term exclusion from their local 
mainstream early childhood settings. In the absence of a co-ordinated structure that plans, 
funds, and provides regulated early childhood care and education, it is difficult to ensure full 
inclusion of special needs children.  

 
Capitation Rates 
 
An increase in capitation payments over time could make improvement in quality possible.. The 
Joint Committee recommends that a review of capitation payments should be considered, and 
that this review should include how best to pay staff for non-contact time with children. 
 
The ‘Free Pre-school Year’ ECCE 

 
The Early Childhood Free Pre-school Year has many positive features. The scheme’s 
introduction in 2010 was a very positive step forwards in the provision of early education, and 
the fact the scheme continues to be both universal and free to parents is to be welcomed.  
 
The ECCE scheme was further extended in Budget 2016.  As a result, from September 2016, 
free access to pre-school will be extended to cater for all children who are not in primary school, 
between the ages of three and five and a half years of age. Access to the scheme will also be 
available at a number of points during the year.   
 
The extension of the pre-school year is a positive support for children’s development, and it also 
offers valuable assistance to parents in reducing the cost of early childhood care and education 
to them.  
 

                                            
19 http://europa.eu/epic/studies-reports/docs/rr-554-dg-employment-childcare-brief-v-0-16-final.pdf 
20 http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_files/pubdocs/2006/45/en/1/ef0645e 
21 United Nations Convention on the Rights to  the Child: 

http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx 

http://europa.eu/epic/studies-reports/docs/rr-554-dg-employment-childcare-brief-v-0-16-final.pdf%20/
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_files/pubdocs/2006/45/en/1/ef0645e
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
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However, the Committee also recognises there is a significant challenge in order to successfully 
implement the new measures.  A partnership approach is needed to support childcare providers 
as much as possible in order to resolve any practical problems which may arise.   
 
A further concern relates to the sustainability of service providers. Any sustainable childcare 
system must ensure that its operators are financially viable. Child care providers state that the 
current ECCE contract does not allow a sufficient margin for any additional bills or costs. The 
result is that some early childhood settings may in effect, trade recklessly. Furthermore, some 
service operators claim that they function at a financial loss, with owner-managers taking no 
salary at all and staff obliged to sign on during the summer months.  
 
The Committee is of the view that a second pre-school year should be considered only when 
higher quality standards are achieved across the country. This should be followed by an 
incremental implementation of a subsidised model of provision linked to quality and based on a 
parent’s ability to pay a maximum capped level. Consideration could be given to also including 
out-of-school-hours care.  
 
At present, the free pre-school year for children with additional or special needs can be availed 
of over a period of two years rather than one. However, this applies only in situations where 
those children can in fact access the service, with no guarantee of any additional supports being 
provided while taking part in the scheme.  
 
From an accessibility point of view, children who are not ready for mainstream school upon 
commencement date should be able to avail of another year to compensate. Currently, parents 
have to pay privately or simply keep the child at home, which is not desirable.  
 
Finally, children with additional needs who have their year split up inevitably must progress from 
a 6-9 hour week at pre-school to a five-full-day schedule at mainstream school. This type of 
transition can be challenging for children.  
 
 
The Committee heard evidence from service providers and social workers in support of the case 
that children with additional needs should have access to two full years of pre-school. 
 
Inequality of access for children from the Traveller community and migrant communities 

 
Securing equal educational outcomes for the Travelling community remains a challenge. The 
OECD’s thematic review of early education and care in Ireland (2004) stated that “the level of 
educational achievement of Traveller children is a matter of deep concern”.22 The Joint 
Committee noted that low enrolment rates of Traveller children in pre-schools and infant schools 
which suggest that most Traveller children are entering primary school already at a great 
disadvantage. In the implementation of the free pre-school year, the specific needs of immigrant 
children should also not be overlooked.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
22 OECD, Thematic Review of Early Childhood Education and Care Background Report-Ireland, 2004. 
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THE SERVICE PROVIDERS’ PERSPECTIVE 

The section below summarises a number of challenges faced by Community Childcare facilities 
and Private service providers, as discussed in Committee hearings.   
 
Private Sector Costs  
 
Private sector childcare providers highlighted differences between subsidies provided for 
childcare places, and the realistic costs involved in provision of the service.  These lead to 
significant amounts of unpaid hours for managers and staff:  
 

… I do all my planning and record-keeping at home in my own time.  All my learning journals 
which are kept for every child in the preschool program are done at home in the 
evening…three hours a day does not allow for any team meetings, planning or 
otherwise…This work does go on but for the most part in the private time of the room 
leaders. 

 
For this reason, private sector providers advocated an increase in the number of hours per day 
and the number of weeks per year that are funded, to take into account non-contact time, and 
planning required, and to also cover statutory holiday pay for staff.   
 
Commercial rates 

 
The imposition of commercial rates is an additional cost for some ECCE services. Until the 
Valuation Bill 2012 is fully enacted, private childcare providers will continue to be obliged to pay 
local commercial rates. Providers of the ECCE scheme and Community Subvention Scheme 
providers are generally exempt from the payment of commercial rates, whereas private service 
providers are liable for this form of local taxation.  
 
Funding and grants  
 
Witnesses highlighted the fact that the current system of funding and grants applies differently 
to some private service providers.  For example, the Early Years Capital Programme, 
announced in 2015, is open to early-years setting and currently provides services under 
Community Childcare Subvention (CCS), Training Education Childcare (TEC), or Early 
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) schemes. EYC2015 grants for ICT equipment are 
limited to a maximum of €500 for ICT private providers.  
 
In addition, a number of private childcare providers pointed out that, at the time of the 
Committee hearings in mid-2015, private childcare providers were not permitted to apply for 
grants under the Community Childcare Subvention Programme.  However, it should be noted 
that there has been progress in this area:  in Budget 2016, childcare measures provided a 
further 8,000 places under the Childcare Subvention Programme.  For the first time, these can 
be accessed by private providers.  This measure is acknowledged by the Committee, which 
supports the principle of equal treatment as much as possible, when it comes to grants and 
subsidies.  
 
Regulation  

 
Childminders needs to be brought within the regulatory framework. Having considered the 
matter, the Committee is of the view that, over time, all paid, non-relative childminders should be 
brought within the pre-school regulation system - regardless of the number of children they have 
in their care. Government should consider recognise professional childminders as providing a 
home-based equivalent to centre-based provision and consider regulating them accordingly.  
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Registration of Childcare Service Providers 
 
A key issue in the regulatory system identified by all stakeholders is the fact that, under the 
Child Care Act 1991, anyone may open a childcare service subject to notifying the HSE. The 
only recourse the HSE has to deal with unsuitable services is prosecution. A robust system of 
registration is required, to ensure that services cannot open until they meet minimum standards. 
Childcare service providers need to be given all information pertinent to registration with TUSLA 
and to the likely costs involved.  
 
Garda Vetting of Workers and Services 
 
With regard to Garda vetting, the introduction of Standard Operating Procedures in early 2013 
aimed to address inconsistencies and to provide clarity and transparency to early years 
services. This reform was introduced in tandem with HSE moves to develop a registration 
system for services.  
 
At present, Garda vetting for child minders is service-centred and not person-centred.   
One of the main concerns expressed by stakeholders during Committee meetings was in 
relation to the number of childminders and school age childcare services operating outside of 
the inspection process. A national approach to regulation, and a service-centred rather than a 
person-centred approach is needed with regard to Garda vetting.  
 
Inspection reports 
 
Following an RTE Prime Time investigation programme in May 2013, an important decision was 
taken to publish reports online. This was a very positive step to improve transparency. Although 
inspection reports were always presented to early years services and made available to 
parents, they were not originally designed for publication.   
 
As a result, the existing reporting templates need to be revised to provide a more consistent 
approach to reporting and measurement of compliance levels. Consistent reporting across all 
childcare centres will improve transparency for parents and  reassure them about standards and 
the safety. 
 
Unified approach to Inspections  
 
During the Committee hearings, the issue of the need to streamline the inspection process 
emerged.  Consideration could be given to merging the Pre-School Inspectorate in Tulsa with 
the new Education-focused Inspectors, appointed by the Department of Education and Skills, 
into a single Inspectorate. 
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CHALLENGES FACING CHILDCARE WORKERS 

Recent research highlighted a tendency to neglect the role of the educator in discussion of 
childcare issues: 
 

“Invariably, the focus of the debate is on the children's needs, the parents' needs 
and society's needs. The educator is rarely mentioned. There's a perception in 
society that the work of early childhood educators is low-skilled labour that 
doesn't require serious education or commensurate pay..."23 

 
At present, workers are required to upskill to meet higher standards, but with no prospect of 
increased pay. Schemes that operate on a nine-month time frame force workers to claim social 
welfare during the summer months. Some workers operate childminding services from their 
homes in order to alleviate the problem, and since the majority of these workers have fewer 
than three children, there is no need to notify the HSE. Nonetheless, the informal nature of this 
system merits further examination.  During Committee meetings, childcare representatives 
highlighted the fact that some workers were previously excluded from the Learner Fund when 
trying to gain a Level 6 qualification.  However, it should be noted that, as part of the Budget 
2016 childcare package, this issue was largely resolved.  Workers can now access the Learner 
Fund for Level 6 courses, and the Committee acknowledges this as an extremely positive step 
in the right direction. In the longer term, the Committee supports the extension of the Learner 
Fund to also provide access to Level 7 and Level 8 training. 
 
A further point raised in Committee hearings was the issue of continuous professional 
development.  Currently, all training and education course-work must be done in the worker’s 
own time. The Association of Childcare Professionals emphasised that staff should not be 
expected to engage in mandatory continuous professional development, without being offered 
the time needed to attend team meetings, carry out supervision duties and on-the-job supports. 
Consideration needs to be given to offering a minimum of five CPD days per year to staff as part 
of a drive to continuously improve childcare standards.   
 
Views on Degree-led Sector  

 
POBAL (2015) reports that only 15% of educators working in the childcare sector in Ireland 
currently hold a degree at Level 7/8 in early childhood education and care. This is much lower 
than the EU (2011) recommendation of 60%. All further professional development courses 
should be centred on the frameworks of Síolta and Aistear quality and curriculum frameworks.   
The minimum qualifications being introduced in September 2016 is at a Level 5 on the National 
Framework for Quality (NFQ).In order to support the improvement of quality in the sector with an 
incremental move towards it being graduate degree-led, the Government should consider 
expanding the Learner Fund to support progression to Level 7 and 8 qualifications.  The Longer-
term policy could aim for a 60% degree-led ECCE workforce by 2025, as recommended at EU 
level.  
 
Domestic Work Sector and Au Pairs  
 
In Ireland, there are approximately 50,000 children aged 0-6 in the care of child minders, and 
19,000 child minders who are unregulated. The Committee believes that this area needs to be 
examined as a matter of priority. A growing number of migrant women are working in the 
unregulated sector of childcare, in private homes, as identified by the Migrant Rights Centre 
Ireland. Acknowledging that while many families and au pairs have positive experiences, there 
is also an increase in the pattern of exploitation and neglect experienced by au pairs.24 The 
Committee is concerned with this situation and supports the protection of female human rights, 
and gender equality. The Committee recommends that Tusla or a relevant Government agency 
be requested to inform families of their obligation to register as a single employer if someone is 
working for them in their private home.  

 

                                            
23 Sandra Chang-Kredl, Journal of Media and Cultural Studies, Concordia, Canada, Are Educators Undervalued? April, 2015. 
24 Migrants Rights Centre Ireland, Childcare in the Domestic Work Sector, May 2015. 

http://phys.org/tags/children/
http://phys.org/tags/education/
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CHILDCARE AND FEMALE PARTICIPATION IN THE WORKPLACE 

 
In Ireland, childcare costs amount to 40% of the average wage - the highest in the developed 
world, according to the OECD. This has implications for female participation in the workplace 
and acts as a significant barrier to gender equality in Ireland.  Chambers Ireland's policy and 
research executive, Sarah Thatt-Foley, has said: "Public investment in childcare is not just good 
for families and children, but also good for business."  
 
Ms Thatt-Foley further stated that “For every parent forced out of work after having children, we 
create a problem for our businesses. Throughout the country, businesses are losing 
knowledgeable, experienced and talented employees simply because it does not make 
economic sense for many parents to work."25 High childcare costs lead to pressure for wage 
increases on firms, especially on SMEs.  
The National Women’s Council of Ireland proposes a publicly subsidised model, with an 
emphasis on high quality and a universal model of childcare combined with a system of paid 
leave. 

 
The extension of maternity leave to 26 weeks for women and the introduction of statutory 
paternity leave of two weeks in Budget 2016 was welcomed.  Consideration should also be 
given to an additional six months’ paid parental leave through the social protection system. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
25 http://www.independent.ie/business/personal-finance/latest-news/firms-are-losing-staff-as-childcare-costs-are-

extortionate-31533871.html 

http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?q=statutory%20paternity%20leave&article=true
http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?q=statutory%20paternity%20leave&article=true
http://www.independent.ie/business/personal-finance/latest-news/firms-are-losing-staff-as-childcare-costs-are-extortionate-31533871.html
http://www.independent.ie/business/personal-finance/latest-news/firms-are-losing-staff-as-childcare-costs-are-extortionate-31533871.html
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INTER–DEPARTMENTAL PERSPECTIVE 

 
Future Investment in Childcare in Ireland was published in July 2015. Seven Government 
Departments were involved in the report, which aimed to "identify and assess policies and future 
options for increasing the quality, accessibility (including supply) and affordability of early years 
and school age (out of school) care and education services". 
 
The Inter-Departmental Group report identifies (p.9) two high-level primary goals for childcare 
policy: 
 

 Supporting children’s outcomes; and 
 

 Supporting families in raising their children to reach their full potential. 
 
Specific options presented in the report (pp.11-14) include: 
 

 Introducing paid parental leave for parents of children under age one as an extension to 
Maternity Benefit provision; 
 

 Extension of pre-school provision (the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) 
programme) for all children; 
 

 Subvented childcare provision for children aged up to 12; 
 

 Assessing future demand for places and available infrastructure; 
 
 

 Ensuring development of appropriate after-school services for school-aged children; and 
 

 Embedding quality in the sector. 
 
The Committee welcomes the report, and the overall direction of policy. However, it should be 
noted that some stakeholders have stated that the review could have considered the issue of 
low pay among childcare workers in more detail. From the Joint Committee’s perspective, there 
is an urgent need to address the issue of pay and conditions, and to move beyond the low-pay 
model, currently in operation.  In addition, as some of the recommendations are ambitious and 
would take several years to implement, timelines will be needed to allow effective monitoring of 
progress. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Childcare must be seen as more than about caring for and “minding” children. It is a critical part 
of a child’s development and education. There are clear opportunities for positive change within 
the Irish childcare system. This report outlines a number of issues that remain to be addressed.  
 
The future of the childcare profession must be addressed in terms of the qualifications needed, 
funding issues for public and private sector services, the development of a clear career path, , 
and a credible pay structure.  The importance of having an affordable, accessible and quality 
childcare sector is dependent on having a co-ordinated approach to the sector. Levels of 
investment, administrative costs and responsibility shared between multiple departments and 
agencies can be seen as barriers to progress.  
 
The Committee recommends consideration of a more consolidated sector under the remit of 
one Government Department with strong oversight and governance. Such a model is preferred 
to a system split among several departments. Social inclusion is a vital area in developing 
childcare policy.  Inequality of provision of, and access to care for children with additional needs, 
and children from the travelling community, remain to be addressed.  

http://www.dcya.gov.ie/documents/earlyyears/20150722IDGReportonEarlyYrsInvestmentReport.pdf
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LIST OF WITNESSES AND TRANSCRIPTS OF COMMITTEE MEETINGS 

 
 

Transcript of Meeting held on 7 May 2015 
 
Ms. Ciairín de Buis - Director, Start Strong  
Ms. Teresa Heeney - Chief Executive Officer, Early Childhood Ireland 
Ms. Orla O’Connor - Director, National Women’s Council of Ireland 
Ms. Maria Corbett - Deputy Chief Executive, Children's Rights Alliance 
 
 

Transcript of Meeting held on 11 June 2015 
 
Ms. Michelle Akerlind – Cork, Early Childhood Ireland 
Ms. Paula Grogan Ryan - Tipperary, Early Childhood Ireland  
Ms. Evelyn Reilly - Maynooth/Kilcock, Early Childhood Ireland  
Ms. Paula Donohoe - Clever Clogs Montessori & Daycare, Ballyconnell, Co. Cavan 
Ms. June Tinsley - Assistant Director, Head of Advocacy & Supporter Engagement, Barnardos 
 

Transcript of Meeting held on 18 June 2015 

Ms. Rose Bradley - Social Worker, Central Remedial Clinic, Waterford                                                        
Ms. Mary Lacey Crowe - Clinical Nurse Manager, Sacred Heart Centre, Lady Lane, Waterford 
Ms. Denise Mc Cormilla - CEO, National Childhood Network 
Ms. Michelle Hart – Development Officer, National Childhood Network 
Ms. Marian Quinn - Chairperson, Association of Childhood Professionals 
 
 

Transcript of Meeting held on 14 July 2015 
 

Mr. Joe Rynn – Manager, Dublin City Childcare Committee 
Ms. Avril McMonagle - Manager, Donegal County Childcare Committee 
Dr. Mary Moloney - Chairperson of PLÉ (Pedagogy Learning Education) 
 

 
Transcript of Meeting held on 17 July 2015 

 
Mr. Gordon Jeyes - Chief Executive, Tusla – Child and Family Agency 
Ms. Colette Walsh - Director of Human Resources, Tusla – Child and Family Agency 
Ms. Eibhlin Byrne - Director of Educational Welfare Services, Tusla – Child and Family Agency 
Mr. Pat Smyth - Director of Finance, Tusla – Child and Family Agency 
Mr. Cormac Quinlan - Director of Policy & Strategy, Tusla – Child and Family Agency 
Mr. Brian Lee - Director of Quality Assurance, Tusla – Child and Family Agency 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/Debates%20Authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/HEJ2015050700002?opendocument#H00050
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/Debates%20Authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/HEJ2015061100002?opendocument#E00100
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/Debates%20Authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/HEJ2015061800002?opendocument#C00100
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/Debates%20Authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/HEJ2015071400002?opendocument#B00100
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/Debates%20Authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/HEJ2015071700002?opendocument#D00300
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