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Dear Committee Members, 

I would like to thank you for this opportunity to present the reality of the Covid-19 experience for 

members of the Childhood Profession in Ireland. 

We have put together our observations and reflections on the situation in early childhood education and 

care (ECEC) and school age childcare (SAC) over the period of the closure of services since March 12th.  

In our submission we have documented short- and medium-term recommendations which we envisage 

would support and sustain the Irish ECEC/SAC sector and the families and children using these services. 

Thanking you in advance for reading our submission. Pleaser feel free to contact us if you require further 

commentary or clarification. 

Your sincerely, 
Marian Quinn 
Chairperson 
Association of Childhood Professional 
M: 086 1984431 
E: info@acpireland.com  
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The Association of Childhood Professionals (ACP) is a professional body representing practitioners in early 

years and school age care and education. We are a voluntary organisation and all our council members 

give freely of their time so that we can fight for the profession that we value so much and by extension, 

for the children and families that we work with on a daily basis. Our membership includes providers, 

practitioners and students who hold, are or studying for, an early childhood education and care (ECEC) 

qualification. 

Introduction: 

Approximately 30,000 providers, educators and parents took the streets of Dublin on Tuesday 5th February 

to protest against the lack of sufficient investment in ECEC and School Age Childcare (SAC). This lack of 

funding has resulted in a sector that is unaffordable for parents, unsustainable for providers and has 

produced a system of very low pay for educators. It is therefore, inaccessible for many families and this is 

obvious from the recent Research in Brief by the Nevin Economic Research Institute (NERI, 2020) that 

indicated that only 25% of families avail of creche/playgroup/after-school services while 34% avail of 

childminders, with 50% of families utilising the support of family/friendi.  

 Pobal (2019)ii and SIPTU (2019)iii published documents that emphasized the issue of low pay and 

difficulties in recruitment and retention. The Pobal Early Years Sector profile highlighted a staff turnover 

rate of 23.4% on average, while the figure in full day-care settings was an extremely concerning and 

unsustainable 41%. Both Pobal and SIPTU stated that the majority of staff working in the sector earn less 

than the living wage of €12.30/hour. 

The unfortunate reality is that ECEC/SAC was in crisis prior to Covid-19 and the impact of this pandemic 

has magnified the crisis. The flashpoints of unsustainable services and low paid educators continue as the 

main challenges when seeking to develop policy initiatives to re-open services for the benefit of children 

and their families. 

Communication and the emerging situation: 

In early May 2020, the Dept. Children and Youth Affairs organized an Advisory Group of sectoral and DCYA 

representation, to work with Minister Zappone, to prepare for the re-opening of the sector in line with 

the Roadmap for Reopening Society and Business (Dept. Taoiseach, Dept. Health, 2020). This was over 6-

weeks post the announcement of service closure, marking the end of a period of irregular and ambiguous 

communication between the DCYA and services providers. 
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Providers and their staff were on the back foot from the moment that closure was announced, 

by An Taoiseach, on Thursday 12th March. Indeed, many from our profession heard about the 

announcement from parents as they arrived at the ECEC centre to collect their children.  

Following closure, there was very little communication to inform the profession about future 

plans to reopen services for children and families. This vacuum was filled with media and societal 

conjecture and speculation that was extremely stressful for both providers and their staff.  

In the absence of clear guidance, providers were unclear as to their funding status. Many services 

are fully funded by the DCYA through the ECCE Programme (free pre-school scheme) whilst 

others are reliant on parental fees and DCYA subsidies. On the day services closed, the DCYA 

issued a letter to providers informing them that closure of services was covered by force majeure 

and so the DCYA would continue to pay subvention under all programmes, ECCE, NCS and legacy 

schemes (CCS, TEC). This point was reinforced at an emergency meeting of the Early Years Forum 

plus (EYF+) convened on that day, March 12th. 

In a FAQ document issued by DCYA, the following day on March 13th, employers were informed 

that, if they were unable to pay wages, there were a number of DEASP supports available for 

staff. In the vacuum of the intervening period there was considerable anxiety and chaos in the 

profession and many providers advised their staff to apply for the only certainty that existed i.e. 

the DEASP supports. Indeed, many employees had independently made this decision themselves. 

On March 20th Minister Zappone wrote to providers indicating that the funding options for the 

period beyond March 29th were being considered. 

On March 25th providers were informed of the TWSS and of the DCYA intention to reimburse 

ECEC/SAC providers so that all employees would receive their pre-COVID wages and also provide 

a payment to providers to cover a portion of their undeferrable overheads. While these measures 

were welcome they highlighted the difficulty of ensuring the sustainability of such a diverse 

model of ECEC/SAC provision.  
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• Sole traders were unable to access a wage through the TWSS and so had to sign on for 

Covid-19 PUP despite many working to administer the DCYA/Revenue scheme to support 

their employees during the period. 

• Those who were not on the payroll in Jan/Feb were excluded from the TWSS. In addition 

to Sole Traders, this included new recruits, those on maternity leave, those on illness 

leave, etc. The issue was resolved for people returning from maternity, but not for the 

other categories of employees. 

• Revenue was not set up to facilitate top up of wages beyond pre-COVID wages and payroll 

systems would not permit this without a Revenue taper applying. This caused stress for 

providers and their employees as phone calls to Revenue indicated that such a top-up 

was not possible. In many cases it also incurred additional professional fees as employers 

had to turn to accountants and HR consultants to confirm their options.  

• On April 3rd the DCYA communicated that the TWSCS was not yet ready for rollout and 

that programme payments would continue until April 10th. On April 10th all DCYA funding 

schemes were temporarily suspended while the TWSCS funding agreement was finally 

released on April 15th, just over a month after services being ordered to close. A How-To 

Guide to TWSCS was released on April 27th. 

• On April 17th DCYA confirmed that the TWSS would permit providers to top-up staff wages 

without the taper being implemented. This was finally documented in Revenue FAQ on 

April 21st. 

• The TWSCS incorporated a payment of 15% of Jan/Feb payroll towards non-deferrable 

overheads. On March 30th the DCYA released further details about the TWSCS and 

indicated that smaller providers would receive a minimum payment of €300 where the 

15% of wages would be less than this figure. However, in many cases this payment did 

not cover the non-deferrable overheads for many small providers resulting in the 

accumulation of increased debt for services.  

The first iteration of the FAQ for the TWSCS was issued on March 30th. As of June 15th, we are on 

version five of this document. The confusion in the intervening period has caused intense stress 

for providers and uncertainty for their employees. 
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Providers and their staff were unaware of the plan to open up childcare for healthcare workers 

on May 18th until the Roadmap was announced by An Taoiseach on May 1st. The DCYA followed 

up with a press release later that day and stated that they had been planning this emergency 

childcare service for a number of weeks. This planning occurred without any formal engagement 

with the profession or with representative groups from the profession. The press release was 

communicated directly to providers on May 3rd. Final details of the outreach module were 

released to providers on May 7th.  

Following the failure of the emergency childcare scheme for frontline health workers the DCYA 

began planning for a larger re-opening on services on June 29th. Providers have received greater 

communication in relation to this and regular communications are issued to providers. The 

benefit of this is that providers, and their employees, are now more likely to receive information 

directly from the DCYA rather than through the media. 

A further communication issue was that providers had to monitor three different forum – email 

and both online platforms, PIP and Hive. This increased the possibility of the provider missing 

some important updates. It was also very unfortunate that so many communications issued on 

Friday evening when there was little/no support available to providers to resolve their queries in 

relation to the announcements.  

Emergency childcare for frontline health care workers 

As previously stated, this was developed in a vacuum and providers and their staff were not 

consulted on the viability of the plan. When the details were finally announced, ACP 

communicated our members concerns relating to insurance, working in an uncontrolled 

environment and HR issues (breaks, support for staff, etc.) to the DCYA. These concerns were not 

addressed and ultimately, they were the reason why the scheme was unviable and collapsed. 

The ECEC/SAC profession was greatly supportive of initiatives that facilitated ‘childcare’ for 

frontline health care workers. Indeed, many were involved in informal arrangements with these 

families before the DCYA announced their formal scheme. Early Childhood Ireland conducted a 
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survey of members that highlighted that the vast majority would be receptive to delivering 

supports to these families in the ECEC/SAC centre. 

Key learning from this is the need for timely engagement with all relevant stakeholders. Schemes 

must be co-designed with the profession because the profession is best placed to identify the 

issues that will be stress points that must be navigated or changed. 

Funding model to support re-opening on June 29th. 

Announcement of €75 million funding model for ECEC/SAC services to support re-opening on 

June 29th is very welcome for families in need of ‘childcare’. The re-opening of fee subsidy 

schemes will support parents with meeting this cost as they return to work outside of the home.  

While €75million sounds like a significant announcement, it must be recognised that this includes 

the TWSS which was already available to all businesses who have reduced income due to Covid-

19. It also includes €7.2 million from the suspended Capital Programme 2020. Indeed, the 

additional funding outside of the 2019/2020 budget is approximately €25million – a not 

unsubstantial sum, but far below the €75 million announced. 

It should also be noted that the re-opening grants are not supplementary to County Council 

grants available to rated businesses. This was not initially communicated to providers on 

announcement of the package of funding support. In subsequent communications, providers 

were informed that if they have applied for the County Council grant, the DCYA will only top this 

amount up to the level of their announced grants. 

A further issue with the recently announced re-opening package is the need for children to be re-

registered rather than simply lifting the “temporary suspension” and reinstating the fee subsidy 

schemes. While providing increased support for families on reduced incomes, it will disadvantage 

some families who would have been guaranteed a level of subsidy until the end of their contract 

in August 2020. It is unacceptable that any scheme would result in families receiving less support 

than previously granted. Re-registering children is also an onerous and unnecessary 

administrative burden for providers – some of whom are technically unemployed and in receipt 
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of Covid-19 PUP. A viable solution would be to re-activate all schemes and permit providers to 

de-register the children who will not be returning to the centre. 

The flaws that were previously discussed in relation to the TWSS will continue to prove difficult 

for providers. Where providers have to pay staff who were not on the payroll in Jan/Feb 

(including themselves if they are sole traders), they need to generate an income that permits 

them to do so. However, they are likely to re-open with less children (due to parental fears or, 

where parents have lost jobs and no longer need childcare) and so have very limited capacity to 

generate a higher income to cover these costs.  

There is huge uncertainty about the number of staff that will be available to the providers on re-

opening. Not all staff members will be available to employers due to personal health concerns, 

childcare issues, etc. Relief staff are also necessary due to potential self-isolation requirements 

of staff presenting with Covid-19 symptoms. Where additional staff must be hired or where staff 

were on reduced hours in the Jan/Feb window, the employer will need to generate income to 

cover this cost. 

Social distancing and clinical guidelines in childcare settings 

While the public health guidance and supporting documents available on the First 5 websiteiv are 

very welcome for providers and their staff it must be acknowledged that the delay in issuing the 

guidance and subsequent clarification has resulted in confusion and misunderstanding for all 

involved. Parents have images of young children being socially distanced from friends and staff 

and being devoid of reassuring and supportive hugs and attention when needed. The profession 

and parents alike, first heard of ‘pods’ when Minister Zappone spoke about them on the floor of 

the Dáil chamber on May 20th. This was a new term in the Irish ECEC/SAC context and there was 

much speculation as to what it actually meant. This combined with mention of educators 

collecting children from cars on arrival at creche painted a worrying picture that required clear 

and timely guidance. Much of the guidance is now available but parents continue to need 

reassurance that, when centres re-open on June 29th, their children will receive a service that will 

be very similar to that prior to closure. In reality the service will continue to be child-centred 

despite the increased hygiene and safety measures in place. 
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Impact of loss of early years education  

When services re-open on June 29th, young children will have missed out on 3.5months of early 

education. International evidence outlines the importance of the first five years of the child’s life 

in terms of early intervention and prevention. Unfortunately, this loss will be disproportionately 

felt by more vulnerable groups of children i.e. children with disabilities, in disadvantaged and 

marginalised households.  

Many children with disabilities were supported through the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM)v. 

These supports are not available outside of the ECCE Programme, which is term-time bound, and 

so the children will not be provided with additional support to facilitate their return to creche on 

June 29th. While this is the usual scenario for children availing of services outside of term-time 

pre-COVID, it is particularly pertinent this year given the loss of early education services from 

March 12th. 

Children in disadvantaged households, who were enrolled on ECCE and Early Start programmes, 

will be further disadvantaged when transitioning to primary school as they have had less support 

to be ‘school ready’. 

Capacity of ECEC/SAC services 

Typically, only about 1800 ECEC/SAC services remain open in July/August. Many families avail of 

summer camps for their primary school going children. Some of these camps are provided by 

ECEC/SAC services whilst others are facilitated by organisations from domains including sport, 

the arts, etc. Many grandparents and other family members, in addition to friends, provide care 

for children where term-time services (ECEC/SAC/Primary Schools) are closed. The current public 

health crisis provides significant obstacles to the level of support working parents will be able to 

receive from these sources, from June 29th.  

As a result, families who traditionally don’t use ECEC/SAC services (for financial or personal choice 

reasons) may need to access centre-based care. As many current parents have indicated that 

they will not return to the service until later in July or August, providers will then need to manage 

these requests from non-traditional users, in conjunction with the requests from current families 
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while also making due consideration of the financial sustainability of the service.  In facilitating 

current families providers will need to consider whether they need to charge parents full fees 

despite them not using the service for a period of weeks or whether they will be able to afford 

to charge parents a retainer instead. The loss of even one child could render the service 

unsustainable at this time. Providers not utilising either of these options are at considerable 

danger of becoming unsustainable past a point of not return. 

Financial Impact on the Childcare Sector 

Ireland is currently experiencing unprecedented health, social and economic crises as a result of 

the Covid-19 pandemic. The ECEC/SAC sectors are not immune to the impact of these crises. As 

discussed, many services were already in a very precarious financial situation prior to Covid-19 

and the current crisis has intensified these issues. Without being alarmist, there is a very real 

danger that some services will not be able to reopen post-Covid when the financial supports are 

withdrawn.  

Other than a re-opening grant, there are no details available of the funding model that will be 

available to services from August 24th. Planning for this and for the viability of the sector need to 

begin immediately and must include both short- and medium-term funding models that are 

developed in partnership with those who will be providing the services.  

Recommendations: 

See Appendix 1 for ACP recommendations for implementation during Covid-19 crisis and 

Appendix 2 for our shared submission for an appropriate funding model post-Covid.  
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Appendix 1: Letter from ACP to DCYA 

30th May 2020 

 

Emergency funding model for period of Covid-19 restrictions 

Ireland, and indeed the world, are experiencing unprecedented times as a result of the Covid-19 

pandemic. Our economy has significantly slowed and we are anticipating an economic recession, if not a 

depression. As our government works towards re-opening our economy, there is increasing recognition 

of the need for sufficient high quality ECEC/SAC services to support this agenda. 

Re-opening ECEC/SAC services is also crucial for children who need interactions with their peer group to 

support their holistic development. These are scary times for children and returning to routines that are 

as normal as possible will help reduce the stress that they are experiencing. ECEC/SAC settings will also 

provide safe environments for children who are experiencing significant trauma in their homes. The 

professionals in these environments are well qualified to support the children make sense of the current 

public health crisis and to create stability for them.  

In order for ECEC/SAC services to re-open, providers must be assured that they will be appropriately 

funded to cover all the costs of the service. Prior to the Covid-19 crisis, attracting and retaining qualified 

staff was a significant problem in the ECEC profession. Staff turnover rates in full daycare services were at 

an average rate of 40%. This was never an acceptable rate and it is even less so in the current climate 

where it is important to create stability for children and to reduce the staff changes within ‘play-pods’ for 

infection control purposes.  

The 30,000 people on the streets of our capital, in February, gave a strong indication of the crisis in the 

ECEC/SAC professions and this current public health emergency has significantly amplified this crisis. 

Unprecedented and bold actions are now required to resolve issues relating to remuneration, 

sustainability and affordability. 

The following points outline the conditions and principles required for the re-opening of ECEC/SAC 

services from June 29th: 

1. DCYA to pay a wage subsidy to facilitate a wage rate of minimum €15ph, plus an amount to cover 

employer’s contribution PRSI, holidays, etc. This is for every member of the staff team including 

the sole trader provider and ancillary staff. 

2. Providers will reduce parent fees proportionately to reflect the reduction in overheads arising 

from the wage subsidy.  Reduction will need to be cognizant of increased consumable and wage 

expenditure related to Covid-19 e.g. cleaning materials, additional staff to support cleaning 

regime, etc. The level of reduction will be locally determined as costs vary for providers and a 

centrally determined reduction rate will not capture varying costs.  

3. DCYA to contribute balance of fees for parents on targeted subsidy schemes. This DCYA 

contribution will also be at reduced rate due to reduced overheads arising from wage subsidy. 

4. All universal subsidy schemes to be postponed for the duration of this Covid-19 public health 
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crisis. Parent fees will instead be subsidised through the reduction in fee costs arising from the 

wage subsidy. DCYA are effectively subsidising the cost to all parents through an alternative 

mechanism. 

5. Parent fees charged at a rate to cover overheads (which may include top up to wage subsidy for 

senior staff) and to facilitate generation of a reserve up to the value of approximately €3000 per 

month during this emergency funding period. This reserve may be used at the discretion of the 

provider.  

6. Income will be derived from wage subsidy and proportionately reduced parent fees (subsidized 

by DCYA as appropriate). 

7. DCYA to pay a reasonable PSP for this temporary emergency scheme. 

8. Re-opening grant to be paid to all services to cover non-consumable capital expenditure required 

to meet local interpretation of public health guidelines. 

9. DCYA to subsidise ‘virtual’ places if capacity is reduced as a result of: 

• local interpretation and implementation of public health guidance  

• the loss of families due to parent fears of Covid-19 and job losses 

• insufficient staff availability  

Overarching principles of the emergency scheme: 

ECEC/SAC provider must not shoulder any financial loss as a result of opening their setting to deliver this 

vital public service. 

All staff must be appropriately remunerated to encourage them to return to work and for the additional 

work required of them to maintain a safe and child-friendly environment. 

This is a temporary measure to ensure that all services are sustainable for the duration of the crisis and 

that staff are retained and remunerated for their role. 

This emergency funding model will be reviewed with representative organisations and stakeholders from 

the ECEC/SAC professions by August 4th and appropriate revisions will be made to incorporate re-opening 

of pre-schools and for continued sustainability all ECEC/SAC services. 

Following the Covid-19 crisis there needs to be a review of the temporary measures introduced and 

positive aspects are to be considered in the context of developing a new model of early years funding. 

Any new model of early years funding must be researched, discussed and negotiated with relevant 

stakeholders including government, unions, representative organisations, etc. The new model must be 

achieved through consensus and co-design. 

 

End. 

 

  



12 | P a g e  
 

Appendix 2: Proposals for the next Programme for Government 2020 -2025 

May 1st 2020  

A New Framework for Early Years and School Age Services 

Proposals for the next Programme for Government 2020 -2025 

 

 

Investing in high quality, affordable Early Years and School Age services has long term benefits for children, 

families, the economy and society.  

 

High quality services raise children’s educational outcomes, promote their health and wellbeing, support 

parents / guardians and families, reduce child poverty, enhance future employability and contribute to 

Ireland’s economic and social development. Affordable and accessible services also improve workforce 

participation, particularly for women.  

  

Despite significant Government investment in recent years Ireland spends just 0.2% of GDP on Early 

Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) compared to a European Union average of 0.7% of GDP.  

 

This insufficient level of funding has resulted in low pay, high staff turnover and the increasing cost of 

service delivery which are undermining the provision of accessible, affordable high-quality services and in 

turn the implementation of important government policy objectives. Furthermore, Ireland has the most 

expensive ECEC fees in the European Union while ECEC professionals are some of the lowest paid in the 

economy.   

 

Our call to Government   

 

We are calling on the next government to negotiate and implement a new public model for Early Years 

and School Age services. This new model of funding and service provision will recognise the essential 

contribution of private and community service providers and staff to the provision of high-quality services 

that are accessible and affordable for parent/guardians.  
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In this model, with increased government investment, the state will assume the responsibility for funding 

salaries and support the cost of service delivery. This would substantially reduce costs for both providers 

and parents. Raising pay and supporting the sustainability of services would address the current 

recruitment and retention crisis, enhance the overall quality of provision for children and support the 

retention and expansion of a graduate led workforce.  

 

Specifically, we are calling on the next government to negotiate with all stakeholder groups, and use a 

formal co-design and stakeholder engagement process, to develop and implement a new model of 

funding and service provision that will: 

  

1. Place children’s rights, to quality services, at the centre of Early Years & School Age policy, 
provision and practice to ensure equal access and quality outcomes for all children 

2. Fund the salaries of educators, managers and owner-managers in line with new professional 
salary scales 

3. Support the sustainability of services by negotiating a capitation system to support operational 
costs, including premises provision, increasing investment over the lifetime of the Government   

4. Make services affordable and accessible for all parents / guardians through a progressive fees 
model, incorporating substantial fee reductions for all parents and full cost subsidisation for low-
income households.  

5. Provide a range of quality supports for those involved in service provision through development 
of an integrated and systematic quality support infrastructure that engages all relevant personnel  

6.  Establish a single comprehensive streamlined inspection system in consultation DCYA, DES, 
TUSLA, POBAL, service providers, educators and other key stakeholders   

7. Commit to a co-design process and facilitate mutually respectful engagement with all 
stakeholders between policy makers, representatives of providers, educators and civil society 
when negotiating the new system of service provision. 

 

Proposed by:  Association of Childhood Professionals, Barnardos, BLÁTHÚ Steiner Early Childhood 

Association, Gaeloideachas, Irish Congress of Trade Unions, Men In Childcare, National Childhood 

Network, National Community Childcare Forum, National Women’s Council of Ireland, PLÉ: The Irish 

Association of Academic in Early Childhood Education and Care in Higher Education, Saint Nicholas 

Montessori Society of Ireland, SIPTU and the Union of Students of Ireland.  
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i NERI (2020) Employment and access to childcare during the Covid-19 crisis 
https://www.nerinstitute.net/research/employment-and-access-childcare-during-covid-19-crisis 
ii Pobal (2019) Annual Early Years Sector Profile Report 2018/19 
https://www.pobal.ie/app/uploads/2019/12/Annual-Early-Years-Sector-Profile-Report-AEYSPR-2018-19.pdf 
iii SIPTU (2019) The Early Years Professionals’ Survey https://www.earlychildhoodworkforce.org/Ireland-Early-
Years%20Professionals-Survey-2019 
iv https://first5.gov.ie/  
v https://aim.gov.ie/ 
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