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Impact of COVID-19 on Childcare 

Written Submission from Pobal: 

Pobal works on behalf of Government to support communities and local agencies toward 

achieving social inclusion outcomes. Pobal does this by managing funding and providing 

supports for relevant Government funded programmes.  

Since its establishment in 1992, Pobal has evolved and grown significantly in response to 

government priorities, adapting its skill sets and competencies to respond to the changes 

and challenges that have emerged. 

We are committed to improving social inclusion and equality through practical work with local 

and national community organisations, agencies and early years providers.  

The role of Pobal is to provide management and support services to circa 28 programmes in 

the areas of Social Inclusion and Equality, Inclusive Employment and Enterprise, and Early 

Learning and Care. Distributing almost €745 million to local and national community-based 

organisations in 2019, Pobal administers programmes on behalf of,   

• Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD)

• Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA)

• Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection (DEASP)

• Department of Health (DoH)

• EU Bodies.

For many years, Pobal has worked in partnership with the Department of Children and Youth 

Affairs to successfully provide the administration of vital childcare schemes, to support the 

management of funding programmes and to produce and publish important research on the 

early years sector which has subsequently informed evidence based policy making. 

We have a long history of working closely with childcare services and representatives from 

the sector in providing support and channelling resources for the delivery of quality 

improvement childcare programmes, benefiting children, families and communities 

throughout Ireland. 

The early years sector is the focus of significant state investment and a dynamic set of 

quality and service development initiatives. Last year, Pobal channelled €532 million to 

the early years sector on behalf of the Department of Children and Youth Affairs.  

In the 2018 / 2019 programme year (which begins in September), approximately 4,556 

services received a payment under one or more of the following Government funded 

programmes administered by Pobal:  
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- Early Childhood Care and Education Programme (ECCE)  

- Community Childcare Subvention Scheme (CCS)  

- Community Childcare subvention Plus (CCSP)  

- Training and Employment Childcare Programmes (TEC)  

- Early Years Capital 

- School Age Capital 

- Sustainability Funding, 

- CPD Funding 

Pobal provides a range of services and supports to and on behalf of the Department of 

DCYA across a range of Early Learning and Care (ELC) and School Age Childcare (SAC) 

related programmes, which benefit approximately, 185,971 children (Figures Relate to 2018 

/ 2019 Programme Year). 

Pobal monitors and audits funding to ensure it is used for the agreed purposes. In delivering 

grant management services, Pobal has developed expertise and networks to become the 

appropriate base for the management of key quality improvement and access initiatives. 

This has been recognised through our appointment as the host of the Better Start and 

Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) and our statutory appointment as the scheme 

administrator for the National Childcare Scheme (NCS): 

 

Better Start – National Early Years Quality Development: 

Better Start is a Quality Development initiative of the Department of Children and Youth 

Affairs (DCYA), collaborating with the Early Years Education Policy Unit of the Department 

of Education and Skills (DES) and works to establish a cohesive approach to quality across 

the Early Childhood Education and Care sector in Ireland. Better Start is hosted by Pobal on 

behalf of the Department of Children and Youth Affairs.  

 Better Start was established in 2014 to offer a range of coherent, evidence based 

supports to early learning and care settings, to support quality improvement and 

implementation of national early childhood frameworks, Síolta and Aistear. 

 

 Since 2016 the programme has expanded to include the Better Start Access and 

Inclusion Model (AIM) offering targeted supports (AIM Level 4-7) in 2016 and in 

2018, a new Early Years Learning and Development Unit, offering approved 

continuing professional development courses under AIM Level 3 was added to the 

range of supports offered.  

 

 In 2020, the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) won a global award for innovative 

policy at the Zero Project Awards, in recognition of the programme’s significant 

contribution to the inclusion of children with disabilities. Since the launch of the 

scheme, over 12,100 children in over 3,300 services nationally have benefited 

directly from targeted supports. In addition, tens of thousands more children have 

benefited from the universal supports and inclusive culture that AIM has helped to 

foster within preschool services. In an independent review carried out in the second 
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year of AIM’s operation, 78% of parents reported their child had benefited, and 76% 

of services said that AIM had made the culture at their preschool more inclusive. 

 

National Childcare Scheme: 

 Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, Dr Katherine Zappone, officially appointed 

Pobal as scheme administrator for the new National Childcare Scheme (NCS), under 

section 3 of the Childcare Support Act 2018, on Monday, 8th April 2019. The National 

Childcare Scheme is a national scheme of financial support for parents towards the 

cost of quality childcare. It replaces the existing targeted childcare subsidisation 

schemes with a single, streamlined and more user-friendly scheme. 

 

 Since the original announcement of this scheme, in close collaboration with the 

Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Pobal have been responsible for 

developing the programme specifications, operational processes and major ICT 

infrastructure required to deliver this scheme. This has involved the development of a 

bespoke application portal with data feeds from Revenue and the Department of 

Employment Affairs and Social Protection (DEASP), which allows Pobal to automate 

an individual means test for applicants within minimal information required from 

parents.  

 

 Pobal oversees the management of NCS on behalf of the Department of Children 

and Youth Affairs (DCYA) and is responsible for providing a professional, cost-

effective and efficient service which aligns with the Scheme’s policy objectives. Pobal 

is also responsible for managing a large scale contact centre, processing 

applications, making payments, maintaining and supporting the ICT system, as well 

as facilitating reviews and independent appeals. 

 

Early Years Sector Profile Report: 

 The Annual Early Years Sector Profile Report, developed and published on an 

annual basis by Pobal on behalf of the Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 

provides vital insights into the early learning and care and school-age childcare 

sector and a comprehensive national analysis of 4,500 early years services 

throughout Ireland.   

 

 The data gathered by Pobal highlights key trends within the sector and plays an 

important role in informing and guiding early learning and care and school-age 

childcare policy.  
 

 The Annual Early Years Sector Profile Report is increasingly recognised by 

Government, childcare agencies, childcare professionals and others across the 

sector as one of the key resources for tracking the progress and changes within the 

sector as well as identifying emerging needs.  
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 Pobal is preparing to launch the Service Profile Survey 2019 / 2020. This survey 

covers the period up to the Government-instructed closure of ELC/SAC services on 

12th March 2020. All responses (including staff details, wages and fees) should 

therefore reflect how the service was operating up to this date. This is to ensure 

Government have an accurate, up-to-date profile of the sector prior to the onset of 

COVID-19. Such information is essential for future policy development as well as 

short-term emergency planning. It will also help us understand the impact of the 

pandemic on the sector as a whole. 

 

 

Pobal Response & Supports for Early Learning and Care (ELC) Sector: 

Since the 12th of March 2020, Pobal has managed a series of DCYA solutions to maintain 

funding to Early Learning and Care providers under the existing programmes such as Early 

Childhood Care and Education (ECCE), Community Childcare Subvention (CCS) and the 

National Childcare Scheme (NCS), and new emergency measures such as the Temporary 

Wage Subsidy Childcare Scheme (TWSCS). 

During the COVID-19 emergency, Pobal on behalf of DCYA has administered the following 

programmes: 

1. Programme Support Payments (PSP): Applications opened for Early Learning 

and Care providers on Friday 29th May and remained open until Friday, 12th June 

2020. This payment totals €13m (an additional €6m had already been issued in 

April) and acknowledges the administrative workload on providers delivering DCYA 

subsidies to almost 200,000 children every year. 

 

- A ‘How to Guide’ including screen shots explaining how to apply through the 

service provider portal was published by Pobal. 

- On Friday 17th April, to assist with any cash flow difficulties being experienced by 

services due to COVID-19, the DCYA released an advance payment of one third 

of the Programme Support Payment (PSP) that services were scheduled to 

receive in June 2020. 

 

2. Access and Inclusion Model (AIM). Applications for 2020 / 2021 programme: 

 

- The Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) is a model of supports designed to ensure 

that children with disabilities can access the Early Childhood Care and Education 

(ECCE) Programme. Its goal is to empower pre-school providers to deliver an 

inclusive pre-school experience, ensuring that every eligible child can 

meaningfully participate in the ECCE Programme and reap the benefits of quality 

early years care and education. 

 

3. Reopening Grants:  

 

- The Early Years Capital Programme for 2020 was suspended in March, due to 

the Covid-19 pandemic. The DCYA now plans to supplement the programme and 

launch a €14.2m reopening grant fund in June, to provide capital to childcare 

providers which are planning to reopen to provide improved outdoor and indoor 

facilities. Funds will be made available to providers in advance, to assist them to 
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carry out preparatory works on their premises or to make any essential 

purchases. In addition, DCYA is also launching a €18m reopening grant of 

current funding to meet additional costs associated with reopening in the context 

of COVID-19. The fund is being disbursed by Pobal through a streamlined 

application and contracting process. Grants range from €1,000 to €10,000, with 

higher grants available to services that open earlier.     

The Pobal Early Years Provider Centre and our Integrated Funding Management services 

have been on the front-line during a period of uncertainty for early years services. In the 

context of the scale of change and support required over this time our Early Years Provider 

Centre reduced the number of inbound calls facilitated and focused on portal, email and 

outbound call engagement. Over 9,000 email enquiries have been facilitated by the Pobal 

Early Years Provider Centre from the period 12th March 2020 – 5th June 2020, illustrating the 

volume of queries processed by staff to provide assistance and support to early years 

providers during the emergency period. The two key thematic areas which generated a 

significant amount of queries related to the Temporary Wage Subsidy Childcare Scheme 

(TWSCS) and the Temporary Childcare Scheme for Emergency Healthcare Workers 

(TCSEHW): 

 

Similarly, our dedicated Parents Support Centre also witnessed an influx of queries from 

parents during the emergency period. Total contacts from parents during the period is over 

3,000 of which 361 related directly to the proposed Temporary Childcare Scheme for 

Emergency Healthcare Workers (TCSEHW). 

Pobal also sits on the Advisory Group on Planned Reopening of Childcare Centre 

established by Minister Katherine Zappone. The Group was set-up to assist with the 

implementation of the Government’s Roadmap for Reopening Society and Business, which 

sees crèches, childminders and preschools opening in Phase 3, 29th June 2020.   

In addition, Pobal and Better Start Staff have also supported the DCYA with extensive 

consultation with the sector during this period. In total, 4,539 telephone surveys with Early 

Learning and Care and School Age Childcare services to support phased reopening were 

conducted. The data from this survey will provide critical information to the Department of 

Children and Youth Affairs in developing and costing plans for re-opening services. 
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The Temporary Wage Subsidy Childcare Scheme (TWSCS): 

The Temporary COVID-19 Wage Subsidy Childcare Scheme was developed to sustain the 

(ELC) and School Age Childcare (SAC) sector at this time of crisis and in conjunction with 

the wider Government / Revenue Temporary COVID-19 Wage Subsidy Scheme. The DCYA 

Temporary COVID-19 Wage Subsidy Childcare Scheme is a temporary scheme and is an 

exceptional measure devised to respond to the crisis of COVID-19.  

The new scheme came into effect on 6th April and will continue for 11 weeks in line with the 

Revenue scheme and will replace ECCE, NCS, CCS, TEC and AIM funding programmes on 

a temporary basis. Pobal commenced payments under the Temporary Wage Subsidy 

Childcare Scheme, on 23rd April. 

Specifically, the DCYA Temporary COVID-19 Wage Subsidy Childcare Scheme (TWSCS) 

seeks to: 

• Enable ELC and SAC Providers to support and retain their staff following the sudden 

and unexpected closure of centre-based ELC and SAC services on 12th March 2020. 

• Ensure that ELC and SAC services are in a position to reopen following the crisis, 

providing children, parents and families access to early education and care whilst also 

supporting parents to return to the workplace. 

• Remove the pressures on parents to continue to pay their childcare fees under 

stressful circumstances, and to remove the concern that they may risk losing their child’s 

place if unable to pay fees. 

Until the TWSCS application form was developed, preliminary payments were made to 

contracted services based on data available on services at date of closure (12th March 

2020). This was to ensure funding continuity during the national health emergency in line 

with the scheme objectives.   

Following preliminary payments, contracted ELC providers were asked to complete an 

application process. This application process provided Pobal with information on Revenue 

wage subsidies as the basis for the payments, Pobal will generate on behalf of DCYA. 

Payments from the 22nd May onwards were based on received applications from ELC 

providers and will involve reconciliation of various aspects of preliminary payments.   

The scheme will be subject to validations and compliance checks in due course, some of 

which are yet to be determined by DCYA. These processes are likely to generate further 

reconciliation and correction requirements.  

- Phase 1 of the application process was accepting the Terms and Conditions of the 

TWSCS Funding Agreement.   

- Phase 2 of the application process went live on the week beginning 11 May. In this 

application form, each service was asked to answer a number of questions on each 

staff member on the TWSCS, including their pre-COVID-19 Average Revenue Net 

Weekly Pay (ARNWP).  

The Pobal Early Years Provider Centre processed all contracts received for the Temporary 

Wage Subsidy Childcare Scheme. Additional support was provided over the evenings and the 

weekend to ensure that early years’ service providers were supported through the contracting 

and in their understanding of the scheme. We are continuing to work to ensure that any other 

early years’ service providers who can avail of the scheme are engaged and supported in the 

process.  
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Throughout the application processes preliminary payments were made to applicants on the 

basis of available, pre-COVID-19 information. These payments were engineered to ensure 

applicants were not underpaid and on the understanding that over the course of the scheme 

any overpayment is reconciled through later payments. Hence payments below reflect actual 

payment made to date. It is the nature of the scheme that reconciliation is still in process 

through the scheme. Further detail on the management of the process is outlined below.  

 

In terms of payments, a total of 11 weeks of payments under the Temporary Wage Subsidy 

Childcare Scheme have been administered by Pobal to date.  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

The first three payments in the TWSCS were scheduled as preliminary payments which were 

due to be reconciled as part of the remaining two payments. The first payment calculated   

under Phase 2 was scheduled on 22nd May. However, as the information submitted with 

application forms was still undergoing Quality and Revenue checks at that date, a further 

preliminary payment for one week was made to organisations who had submitted a funding 

agreement and an application form. Organisations who had not submitted an application form 

by Tuesday of that week did not receive a payment.  

On 29th May, a further payment run was scheduled to make payments calculated under 

TWSCS rules, based on the information received with the application form.  At this point, the 

subsidy due under TWSCS for the first 9 weeks to 5th June, would be reconciled with 

preliminary payments made to date (8 weeks) and any balance, if due, paid to provider. Any 

organisations still undergoing Quality and Revenue checks, would receive a further one-week 

preliminary payment.  
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On 5th June, the organisations that had gone through calculations were processed for the 

final 2 weeks’ subsidy and the balance of services received a further one-week preliminary 

payment.  

On 12th June, the remaining organisations were processed through the calculator and the 

subsidy due under TWSCS for the full 11 weeks to week ending 19th June, would be 

reconciled with preliminary payments made to date (10 weeks) and any balance, if due, paid 

to provider.  

The information provided in this form was then used to calculate the total payments due under 

the TWSC scheme; these amounts will be reconciled against the preliminary payments 

already made, and a payment will be made, if due, on 22nd May, followed by a further 

payment, if due on 5 June. Completion of the application form is mandatory and is a term of 

the TWSCS Funding Agreement.   Because of the reliance on information provided in the form 

there was a significant emphasis on checking the logic and permutations of the information 

returned. Where these processes point to issues with the quality of data provided the 

applications were referred back for clarification and correction.  

Childcare services for frontline-workers 

The requirement for a measure to address emergency childcare for healthcare workers 

presented almost immediately into the national public health emergency. A proposed 

operating model was quickly developed by an internal Pobal team in response to DCYA’s 

request over the weekend of the 12th of March. Implementation of this support scheme was 

dependent on a Cabinet/ National Public Health Emergency Team (NPHET) decision. 

On Friday 1st May following a recommendation from NPHET, Government, in publishing its 

Roadmap for Reopening Society and Business, announced that emergency childcare 

supports would be available from 18th May. Pobal was prepared to administer payments on 

a fortnightly basis via the contracted ELC providers commencing the week-beginning 29th 

May.    

It was intended that the supports would be provided initially on an outreach basis into the 

homes of eligible essential front-line healthcare workers. Unfortunately, the proposed 

measure appeared to have limited uptake and met challenges relating to insurance and 

compliance with European Working Time Directives on breaks for employees and impacted 

the volunteer rate demonstrated by service providers.  

On the 13th of May a decision was taken by DCYA to stand the scheme down and focus on 

operational readiness for the reopening ELC providers in the short term. At that time the 

Minister for Children and Youth Affairs noted that the challenge of introducing childcare 

provision was difficult given the important public health restrictions in place. 

The Minister noted that her Department remained strongly focused on developing solutions 

to the significant challenges of a phased reopening of early learning and childcare facilities 

for 29 June in line with the Government’s Roadmap on Reopening Society and Business. 

Subsequently, the Advisory Group on Planning for the Phased Reopening of Early Learning 

and Care and School Age Childcare was established by Minister Katherine Zappone. Pobal 

has attended and contributed to all Advisory Group meetings and is continuing to support the 

DCYA with the necessary arrangements for this significant milestone for the sector, parents, 

children and families. 
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Childcare for children of parents returning to work 

The DCYA is undertaking significant data gathering and feedback process across the Early 

Learning and Care sector which Pobal is supporting. A detailed survey is being undertaken 

by Better Start on behalf of the DCYA with the objective of informing the funding model to be 

applied to phased reopening. A key element of this request is to gain a better understanding 

of capacity and expected attendance as parents prepare to return to work. 

DCYA has previously stated that childcare providers will be asked to prioritise the children of 

essential and frontline workers and vulnerable children following the successfully reopening 

of services. The criteria for eligibility for access to childcare has been widened. Subject to 

local capacity, from 29th June services are encouraged to support: 

- children of health and social care workers, other frontline workers, childcare 

practitioners and parents who need access to childcare in order to return to work; 

- vulnerable children sponsored under the National Childcare Scheme (NCS) (for 

example, children whose families are homeless and Tusla referrals) and children 

funded through legacy childcare schemes who are experiencing poverty, 

disadvantage or child welfare issues; 

- children with disabilities who previously attended part or full-time early learning 

and care, including those preparing to start school in September; and 

- children previously registered in childcare services on March 12, whose parents 

continue to need childcare for employment or training purposes and who were 

assured that they would retain their place through conditions attached to the 

Temporary Wage Subsidy Childcare Scheme (TWSCS). 

- If capacity is limited, providers have been asked to initially seek to support 

frontline workers. 

Pobal’s overarching mission is to work with Government and local and national community 

organisations to combat social exclusion and to improve outcomes for communities, families, 

individuals and children. Pobal is committed to the goal of providing accessible and quality 

childcare to all children in Ireland.  

In the context of this submission, we wish to reference the 2018 / 2019 Annual Early Years 

Sector Profile Report specifically regarding equality, diversity and inclusion in respect of 

children’s backgrounds. The latest Early Years Sector Profile Report presents data on 

children who come from one parent families, those for whom English or Irish is not a first 

language, Traveller and Roma children, and those with disabilities. 

Children in Early Learning and Care and School-Age Childcare Settings 

- 20,626 one parent families avail of ELC and SAC services. 

- 11,698 children with additional needs attended ELC and SAC services (7% of all 

children enrolled).  

- An estimated, 3,015 Traveller and 789 Roma children attended services. 

Under the National Childcare Scheme, which Pobal administers on behalf of the Department 

of Children and Youth Affairs, specific arrangements for vulnerable children and families can 

be referred by certain statutory bodies. This arrangement (commonly referred to as a 

'sponsor referral') enables such children to avail of free or additional childcare under the 
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Scheme. The five statutory bodies specified as sponsors in the Childcare Support Act 2018, 

and the specific groups of children who may benefit, are: 

1. Local Authorities – to support homeless persons with children who are 

homeless or moving out of homelessness to access childcare services. 

2. Minister for Justice and Equality - to enable parents who are programme 

refugees to participate in education, integration and other relevant supports; 

and 

3. Child and Family Agency (Tusla) - to promote the welfare of children, either 

where there is a child protection concern, or as a form of early intervention or 

family support; 

4. HSE- to support child development for children who are below the age for 

participation in ECCE and where there is an identified need for childcare as a 

developmental support for the child, and 

5. Minister for Education and Skills - for teen parents who are still in education or 

training. 

If a sponsorship referral is made by one of these bodies, the family in question will 

automatically qualify for a subsidy for the number of hours considered appropriate by the 

sponsor without having to satisfy the scheme’s eligibility, income or enhanced hours 

requirements. The family will not need to make any co-payment. 

In addition, Better Start is available to provide skilled and experienced Early Years 

Specialists to work directly in a mentoring capacity with early years services, on a national 

basis during this significant period of transition for children, parents and families. Further 

information is available from www.betterstart.pobal.ie  

We understand that the Department of Children and Youth Affairs, with the Department of 

Education and Skills, are preparing to launch a new campaign ‘Lets Get Ready’ to support 

ELC services, parents and children with the transition to pre-school and school. An 

information pack for parents will be made available to services through City and County 

Childcare Committees and the voice of the child will be captured through a postcard which 

can be shared with the school in September. Relevant stakeholders, including Better Start 

have supported the development of material for a transitions resource page on the First 5 

website. Better Start welcomes the campaign and continues to work on offering support to 

services and parents of children who have been accessing AIM supports in ECCE pre-Covid 

19 and who would be due to transition to primary school this September. 

 

Capacity and staffing 

Before presenting data on capacity, it is worth noting that capacity within the early years 

setting is not a straightforward measure. Unlike, for example, primary or secondary schools, 

the capacity of any given room within an early years setting is dependent on its intended 

purpose at that moment in time (i.e. to cater for one age group or another). Issues such as 

local levels of demand will influence provider’s decisions on which age groups and session 

types to provide, all of which makes the concept of capacity challenging to accurately 

measure within early years.  

The 2018 / 2019 Annual Early Years Sector Profile published by Pobal on behalf of DCYA 

found that in terms of capacity within the sector: 
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- It is estimated that there were 206,301 children enrolled in ELC and SAC 

services during 2018/19. This represents a 2% increase on the previous year. 

- Children aged 3-5 years remain the largest age group amongst those enrolled, 

accounting for 55% of all enrolments. Compared to the previous year, the number 

of children enrolled in each age group increased with the exception of babies and 

children aged 3 years+ to 4 years. The highest increase (21%) was observed for 

children aged 8 years and over. 

- 24% of services reported having at least one vacant place. The number of vacant 

places increased by 13% from the previous year to an estimated 12,444. 

- While the number of vacant places for children aged over 3 years increased, this 

figure continued to decrease for younger children (up to 3 years old). 

- The vacancy rate in 2018/19 was 6%, which was an increase of 1% from 

2017/18. 

The overall estimated capacity was 218,745, representing an increase of 2% from the 

previous report in 2017 / 2018. The growth in capacity is proportionate to the increase in the 

number of children enrolled (2%), indicating the proportion of vacant places remained the 

same. When combined with the increased numbers on waiting lists, these figures suggest 

more places need to be created in order to meet demand, especially for children up to 3 

years of age. Of the services surveyed, 25% reported they planned to increase their 

capacity. 

According to the 2018 /2019 Annual Early Years Sector Profile Report, it is estimated that 

approximately 30,775 staff work in the Early Learning and Care and School-Age 

Childcare sector, of whom 26,882 (87%) work directly with children. This is an increase of 

4% on the previous year, and represents a higher overall increase than the number of 

children enrolled (2%). This indicates that the number of staff in the sector is growing faster 

than the number of children enrolled. 

- Almost half of staff worked over 30 hours per week (46%). 

- Staff working in private, for-profit, services worked more hours per week on 

average, with 43% working 36 hours or more compared to 22% of staff in 

community, not-for-profit, services.  

- As in 2017/18, nearly all staff working in private services were directly employed 

(99%), relative to 80% of those working in community settings. The remainder of 

staff working in the community services are employed through various 

employment schemes/other Government-funded programmes. 

- The workforce remains predominantly female, with women constituting 98.2% of 

all staff working directly with children. The number of males working directly with 

children increased slightly from 1.5% in 2017/18 to 1.8% in 2018 / 2019. 

- The majority of staff (59%) worked in the service for four years or less, while 

61% of staff worked five years or more in the ELC and SAC sector. This suggests 

significant levels of inter-service mobility within the sector. 

Financial impact on the childcare sector 

We have seen remarkable changes across the Early Learning and Care and School-Age 

Childcare sector in Ireland in recent years, including the development of the ‘First 5’ strategy 

and the introduction of the landmark National Childcare Scheme. Part of Pobal’s role is to 

support the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) in implementing these 

important developments. We do this by overseeing the funding and administration of certain 

DCYA programmes, and also by producing accessible and useful data on the programmes 

themselves. 
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- Children, Parents & Families: 

The National Childcare Scheme (NCS) was announced as part of Budget 2017 and is one of 

the biggest changes introduced in the ELC and SAC sector in recent years. NCS seeks to 

replace pre-existing targeted childcare programmes with a single, streamlined and more 

user-friendly scheme and includes “wraparound” care for pre-school and school-age 

children. Its objectives are to improve outcomes for children, reduce poverty, facilitate labour 

activation and tangibly reduce the cost of childcare.  

The scheme provides subsidies to families with children aged between 24 weeks and 15 

years who are attending any participating, Túsla-registered, ELC/SAC service. Parents apply 

directly to the scheme for financial support, meaning providers no longer need to manage 

parental paperwork in order to apply for subsidies. 

There are two types of subsidies under the National Childcare Scheme 

- Universal subsidies are available to all families with children under 3 years old 

and families with children over 3 years who have not yet qualified for the free pre-

school programme (ECCE). 

This subsidy is not means tested and provides 50 cent per hour towards the cost 

of a registered childcare place for up to a maximum of 40 hours per week. 

- Income assessed subsidies are available to families with children aged between 

24 weeks and 15 years. This subsidy is means tested and will be calculated 

based on individual circumstances, including level of family income, child’s age 

and educational stage and number of children in the family. 

In total, 2,397 early years services have undergone on-boarding and received budget 

approval under NCS 2019 or NCS 2020 and 17,536 children are registered to receive 

NCS subsidised childcare 

- ELC & SAC Staff: 

Previous surveys conducted with the sector have indicated that conditions of employment 

and financial health was a major concern for professionals working in the early years sector 

prior to COVID-19. According to ‘The Big Start - Early Years Professionals’ Survey 2019 

complied by Dr. Amy Greer on behalf of SIPTU:  

“Those working in the early years sector stated that they felt undervalued and underpaid. A 

majority of those surveyed stated that they had poor financial health – they found it hard to 

manage on their salaries, could not cope with unexpected expenses and found it hard to 

make ends meet. They felt there was a lack of crucial provision of entitlements such as sick 

pay schemes, paid maternity leave and private pension schemes. They also felt that gaining 

a higher qualification didn’t necessarily lead to better pay –which was unfair”.  

Last year the results of the Early Years Sector profile survey, completed by 3, 821 Early 

Learning and Care and School-Age providers, representing 85% of the sector found that the 

average hourly wage of staff working in the ELC and SAC sector is €12.55. This is the 

average wage based on the data for 22,416 staff who work directly with children, excluding 

staff on employment schemes/government funded programmes (wages for these staff were 

excluded as many of the schemes/ programmes define the earnings of their participants and 

services have no say in how much such staff earn). Six out of ten staff earn below the living 

wage rate of 2019 (€12.30 per hour). 
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In order to compare the average wage in 2018/19 with 2017/18, the same methodology 

applied last year was applied on this year’s data (i.e. by also including staff on 

schemes/other government funded programmes). The average hourly wage in 2018/19 

using last year’s methodology is €12.37, which represents an increase of 3% on the previous 

year. 

This overall national figure is determined by a range of variables, in 2016/17 and 2017/18, 

job title has the single biggest influence on wages. This is followed by length of time worked 

in the service (second factor) and non-contact hours per week (third factor). County is the 

fourth most significant determinant, while highest qualification attained is the fifth.  

The table below presents all factors analysed, in descending order, based on their impact on 

wages. 

 

Impact of loss of early years education, especially on vulnerable groups (children in 

care, children in disadvantaged households, children with disabilities) 

Childcare also has an important role to play in the promotion of social inclusion and as a 

response to marginalisation and disadvantage. International research has found that for 

marginalised and lower income children, high quality Early Learning and Care has numerous 

long-term social and academic benefits (Burchinal et al 2010) 

Likewise, research by the Economic and Social Research Institute (Russel et al) found that 

high quality centre based childcare has more beneficial effects (in terms of socio-emotional 

outcomes) for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. While it was found that this effect 

was not strong enough to ‘level the field’ of disadvantage, it can be an effective component 

of the state’s response to child poverty. 

While the national picture of post-Covid unemployment rates has yet to emerge, it is likely at 

least that some communities will be more negatively impacted than others. With many in 

disadvantaged communities more likely to have had precarious working arrangements, there 

is a risk that these communities will experience higher levels of unemployment. Given that 

state subvention of childcare is higher for those in employment or education (40 hours rather 

than 15) there is a risk that the children who would benefit most from quality childcare, may 

be less likely to have access to it.  
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As such, it is important that Early Learning and Care is appropriately recognised as both a 

labour market activation measure, as well as a lever of social inclusion and an anti-child 

poverty intervention.  

Burchinal, M., Vandergrift, N., Pianta. R., Mashburn, A., 2010, “Threshold analysis of 

association between childcare quality and child outcomes for low-income children in pre-

kindergarten programs” in “Early Childhood Research Quarterly” Vol 25, Issue 2, P. 166 – 

176 

Russell, H., Kenny, O., McGinnity, F., 2016 “Childcare, Early Education and Socio-Emotional 

Outcomes at Age 5: Evidence from the Growing up in Ireland Study” available from 

https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2016-10/BKMNEXT322.pdf 

The First 5 Strategy and Implementation Plan identifies new measures that will address 

poverty in early childhood. These include expanded access to free and subsidised Early 

Learning and Care, extension to the Warmth and Wellbeing and Warmer Homes Schemes, 

Community Cooking Programmes and the introduction of a meals programme to some ELC 

settings. In addition, the introduction of a DEIS-type model for ELC settings will create 

further opportunities to narrow the gap for disadvantaged children. 

As outlined in this submission previously, Pobal continues to administer a number of 

programmes on behalf of DCYA which are designed to support marginalised communities 

and disadvantaged families. We can assure this Committee that significant energies will be 

invested in support of the Early Learning and Care (ELC) and School Age Childcare (SAC) 

sector by Pobal staff nationwide over the comings weeks and months.  

For further information about Pobal and the programmes we administer on behalf of 

Government please visit www.pobal.ie  
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Executive Summary 

Introduction: 

Pobal works on behalf of Government to support communities and local agencies toward 

achieving social inclusion outcomes. Pobal does this by managing funding and providing 

supports for relevant Government funded programmes.  

Pobal provides a range of services to and on behalf of the Department of Children and Youth 

Affairs (DCYA) in respect of early years programmes which benefit children, parents and 

families. Pobal manages processes associated with contracting approved service providers; 

registration of children; payments; reporting and compliance. 

The early learning and care sector is the focus of significant state investment and a dynamic 

set of quality and service development initiatives. Last year, Pobal channelled €532 million to 

the early years sector on behalf of the Department of Children and Youth Affairs. 

Pobal Response & Supports for Early Learning and Care (ELC) Sector: 

Since the 12th of March 2020, Pobal has managed a series of DCYA solutions to maintain 

funding to Early Learning and Care providers under the existing programmes such as Early 

Childhood Care and Education (ECCE), Community Childcare Subvention (CCS) and the 

National Childcare Scheme (NCS), and new emergency measures such as the Temporary 

Wage Subsidy Childcare Scheme (TWSCS). 

The Pobal Early Years Provider Centre and our Integrated Funding Management services 

have been on the front-line during a period of uncertainty for early years services. In 

addition, Pobal and Better Start Staff have also supported the DCYA with extensive 

consultation with the sector during this period. 

Pobal was invited to participate on the Advisory Group on Planned Reopening of Childcare 

Centre established by Minister Katherine Zappone. The Group was set-up to assist with the 

implementation of the Government’s Roadmap for Reopening Society and Business, which 

sees crèches, childminders and preschools opening in Phase 3, 29th June 2020.   

Childcare services for frontline-workers: 

The requirement for a measure to address emergency childcare for healthcare workers 

presented almost immediately into the national public health emergency. A proposed 

operating model was quickly developed by an internal Pobal team in response to DCYA’s 

request over the weekend of the 12th of March. Implementation of this support scheme was 

dependent on a Cabinet/ National Public Health Emergency Team (NPHET) decision. 

On Friday 1st May following a recommendation from NPHET, Government, in publishing its 

Roadmap for Reopening Society and Business, announced that emergency childcare 

supports would be available from 18th May. Pobal was prepared to administer payments on 

a fortnightly basis via the contracted ELC providers commencing the week-beginning 29th 

May. 

On the 13th of May a decision was taken by DCYA to stand the scheme down and focus on 

operational readiness for the reopening ELC providers in the short term.  
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Childcare for children of parents returning to work: 

The DCYA is undertaking significant data gathering and feedback process across the Early 

Learning and Care sector which Pobal is supporting. A detailed survey is being undertaken 

by Better Start on behalf of the DCYA with the objective of informing the funding model to be 

applied to phased reopening. A key element of this request is to gain a better understanding 

of capacity and expected attendance as parents prepare to return to work. 

Pobal’s overarching mission is to work with Government and local and national community 

organisations to combat social exclusion and to improve outcomes for communities, families, 

individuals and children. Pobal is committed to the goal of providing accessible and quality 

childcare to all children in Ireland.  

In the context of this submission, we wish to reference the 2018 / 2019 Annual Early Years 

Sector Profile Report specifically regarding equality, diversity and inclusion in respect of 

children’s backgrounds. The latest Early Years Sector Profile Report presents data on 

children who come from one parent families, those for whom English or Irish is not a first 

language, Traveller and Roma children, and those with disabilities. 

Children in Early Learning and Care and School-Age Childcare Settings: 

- 20,626 one parent families avail of ELC and SAC services. 

- 11,698 children with additional needs attended ELC and SAC services (7% of all 

children enrolled).  

- An estimated, 3,015 Traveller and 789 Roma children attended services. 

Capacity and staffing 

The 2018 / 2019 Annual Early Years Sector Profile published by Pobal on behalf of DCYA 

found that in terms of capacity: 

- Childcare Places: The overall estimated capacity was 218,745. 

- It is estimated that approximately 30,775 staff work in the Early Learning and Care 

and School-Age Childcare sector, of whom 26,882 (87%) work directly with children. 

Financial impact on the childcare sector 

We have seen remarkable changes across the Early Learning and Care and School-Age 

Childcare sector in Ireland in recent years, including the development of the ‘First 5’ strategy 

and the introduction of the landmark National Childcare Scheme. Part of Pobal’s role is to 

support the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) in implementing these 

important developments. 

The National Childcare Scheme (NCS) was announced as part of Budget 2017 and is one of 

the biggest changes introduced in the ELC and SAC sector in recent years. NCS seeks to 

replace pre-existing targeted childcare programmes with a single, streamlined and more 

user-friendly scheme and includes “wraparound” care for pre-school and school-age 

children. Its objectives are to improve outcomes for children, reduce poverty, facilitate labour 

activation and tangibly reduce the cost of childcare. 
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Impact of loss of early years education, especially on vulnerable groups (children in 

care, children in disadvantaged households, children with disabilities) 

Childcare also has an important role to play in the promotion of social inclusion and as a 

response to marginalisation and disadvantage. International research has found that for 

marginalised and lower income children, high quality Early Learning and Care has numerous 

long-term social and academic benefits (Burchinal et al 2010) 

Likewise, research by the Economic and Social Research Institute (Russel et al) found that 

high quality centre based childcare has more beneficial effects (in terms of socio-emotional 

outcomes) for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. While it was found that this effect 

was not strong enough to ‘level the field’ of disadvantage, it can be an effective component 

of the state’s response to child poverty. 

While the national picture of post-Covid unemployment rates has yet to emerge, it is likely at 

least that some communities will be more negatively impacted than others. 
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