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	We will undertake a broad consultation and publish a detailed Action Plan to build an affordable, high-quality, accessible early childhood education and care system with State-led facilities adding capacity. This plan will enhance parental choice through ongoing support for public, private and community provision, as well as childminders. 
	The Action Plan will be published in two phases, with Phase 1 actions to be undertaken in 2026, and Phase 2 to be published later in 2026 following a broad consultation process. 

	Resource and transform the Supply Management Unit into a Forward Planning and Delivery Unit within the Department to identify areas of need, forecast demand and deliver public supply within the childcare sector where required. 
	Unit is now Forward Planning and Delivery Unit.  Additional staff allocated over the course of 2025 and other vacancies sanctioned. Forward Planning model well advanced. Extensive preparatory work for public supply undertaken. 

	We will continue to grow State involvement and investment in the sector, while working in partnership with private providers, recognising this is an important element of supply. 
	Budget 2026 provides allocation of €1.48 billion to: 
• Continue the implementation of the National Childcare Scheme with more than 286,000 individual children set to benefit from the Scheme in 2026 – 35,000 more children than in 2025. 
• Continue the implementation of the universal ECCE programme, benefiting 105,250 children in 2026.
• Continue the implementation of the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) to enable children with a disability to access and meaningfully participate in the ECCE programme (c.8,400 children- the largest number ever to benefit from AIM), supported by a 10% increase in the AIM capitation rate bringing it into line with new rates of pay for the sector.
• Continue the implementation of Year 4 of Core Funding, maintaining fees at 2021 levels and supporting providers with costs of new rate of pay in the sector as outlined in the new ERO as well as enhancements in Year 5 of the Scheme, including new funding to support a reduction in the maximum fee cap. 
• Advance implementation of Year 2 of Equal Start, with enhancements in Year 3, including an increase in the number of services with a priority designation, rising from 787 services to 840 services and full year roll out of Bia Blasta Nutrition Programme in these services.
In addition, €36 million in capital funding will allow for the first steps to be taken in a new programme of acquisition and/or fit out of State-led early learning and childcare services. 

	Progressively reduce the cost of childcare to €200 per month per child through the National Childcare Scheme and explore options to cap costs for larger families. 
	While initial steps have already been taken (e.g. fee caps in September 2025), the Action Plan will be published in two phases, with Phase 1 actions to be undertaken in 2026, and Phase 2 to be published later in 2026 following a broad consultation process. 

	 Ensure childcare providers’ fees are open, transparent, and equitable and readily available to parents. 
	In July 2025, the Department commenced a Core Funding Fee Table Approval process, wherein CCCs reviewed the 2025/2026 fee tables of services that applied to the Fee Increase Assessment process in programme year 2024/2025. 
Accompanied by new fee table rules in programme year 2025/2026 and a fee table guideline document, this exercise promotes compliance with and understanding of scheme rules among Partner Services, as well as transparency for parents through simplification and standardisation of fee table data.
Fee data is now available on the National Childcare Scheme’s Childcare Service Search for fees from the 2021/2022 programme year to the present programme year.

	Review and increase core funding, ensuring the fee cap is maintained and that the model is open, transparent, and equitable, and that early years educators in the private sector benefit from Employment Regulation Orders. 
	The value of Core Funding has been increased from €259 million in year 1 to exceed €390 million in year 4 of the scheme. This represents an increase of over 56% in Core Funding in four years.
The allocation for year 4 of the scheme supported a reduction in the maximum fee cap and also support implementation of the recently announced Employment Regulation Orders, which led to a 10% increase - on average - in the minimum rate of pay for early years educators, school-age childcare practitioners and for other roles in the sector from 13 October.
An evaluation of the first year of Core Funding and the development of an evaluation framework for Core Funding is currently underway. This project will examine the early implementation of Core Funding and make recommendations for future evaluations of the grant supporting efficient and expedient reviews of subsequent years of the scheme. 

	Reduce the administrative burden on providers. 
	Indecon Economic Consultants have completed a review of the end-to-end processes linked to publicly funded early learning and childcare schemes/programmes. A report of the findings of this review has been produced and was presented to the Advisory Group in August. Indecon has also compiled input from over 400 parents, providers, representative bodies, and other key sectoral stakeholders who participated in a national consultation process. 
Following recent further engagement with the Working and Advisory Groups, these reports and the Action Plan which will outline short-term, medium-term, and long-term administrative and regulatory simplification measures will be published in December 2025. 

	 Provide capital investment to build or purchase state-owned childcare facilities, to create additional capacity in areas where unmet need exists. 
	An NDP allocation has been secured for 2026-30. The details of this will be published in the coming weeks

	Plan the development of State-led facilities in tandem with the school building programme, including Irish-medium naíonraí. 
	Currently 22.5% ELC and SAC services delivered on school sites. There has been sought engagement with D/Education about potential for more strategic approach in the case of new schools. 

	Work with schools to host before and after-school care and examine start-up supports for groups involved in afterschool activities. 
	22.5% ELC and SAC delivered on school sites. 
261 new SAC services were added to the Tusla register in 2024, leading to a net increase of 225 new SAC services in one year alone 

	Review the 2001 Childcare Facilities Guidelines for Planning Authorities to ensure childcare spaces are provided and put into use. 
	Working Group in place with Department of Housing Local Government and Heritage, Department of Education and Youth and nominees from City & County Managers' Association.

	Continue to implement Employment Regulation Orders to attract and retain early years educators. 
	Through the Joint Labour Committee process, Employment Regulation Orders have been signed into law in September 2022, June 2024 and most recently in October 2025 to progressively increase average wage rates in the sector for staff at different grades. 

	Remove barriers in education and training for early years educators to broaden access to the profession. 
	To raise the profile of careers within the sector and further support the objective of developing a graduate-led workforce, the new Nurturing Skills Learner Fund was launched in December 2023.
The Nurturing Skills Learner Fund covers up to 90% of the fees incurred by early years educators studying for Early Learning and Care qualifications at Level 7 and Level 8 that have been approved by the Qualifications Advisory Board, while continuing to work in the Early Learning and Care sector. The Nurturing Skills Learner Fund currently provides supports to approximately 700 educators in the Early Learning and Childcare sector 

	Introduce an ‘Earn and Learn’ apprenticeship model enabling childcare staff to gain qualifications and advance their careers. 
	Pillar 4 of Nurturing Skills includes an action to examine the development of a range of entry routes into the sector, including apprenticeships or other work-based learning, and access programmes in further education and higher education. The establishment of a national apprenticeship is not solely a matter for the Department as the process, set out by the National Apprentice Office (NAO), requires the development of an apprenticeship to be carried out by the sector itself. The Department are aware of, and are participating in, conversations between the sector and the National Apprenticeship office 

	Examine the establishment of a professional register for childminders and early years educators, reflecting professionalisation of the sector. 
	First 5 commits to move incrementally towards the regulation of the Early Learning and Care and School-Age Childcare profession, building on the establishment in 2020 of the Qualifications Advisory Board and the future creation of a workforce register. Nurturing Skills restates this commitment to move incrementally towards the regulation of the profession during the lifetime of Nurturing Skills.  

	Deepen co-operation and shared learnings between early years education and the Department of Education Inspectorate. 
	Engagement between DCDE and the Department of Education and Youth Inspectorate is regular and ongoing. 

	Examine and expand the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) and make it available to younger children. 
	An independent evaluation of AIM was published in January 2024. Based on the evaluation’s findings, AIM is now being extended on a phased basis as funding becomes available. Since September 2024, targeted AIM supports are available to ECCE-eligible children outside of ECCE hours—both during term time and in holiday periods. 
The Department is assessing the policy implications and mechanisms required to extend AIM to children under three, recognising that their needs differ from those currently supported under the model. A tailored model will be designed to support this younger age group, which will require dedicated funding through the annual Budget process.

	Continue to build up the Equal Start programme, ensuring children experiencing disadvantage can access and participate fully in early learning and childcare. 
	787 settings with an Equal Start priority designation, (serving 35,000 children - 4,700 from priority cohorts) and identified as operating in a context of concentrated disadvantage, are in receipt of additional funding supports. These settings have been receiving funding for additional staff hours, that can be used to support engagement between the settings and families, as well as other child and family support services.
Other achievements to date include:
- Rollout of the Traveller Parenting Support Programme in 17 Tusla areas, with responsibilities on Family Link Workers to engage with Traveller parents of young children, supporting them to attend and participate in ELC and SAC
- Appointment of Traveller and Roma Advisory Specialists to work in Better Start to promote inclusive ELC and SAC
- Roll-out of Early Talk Boost – an intervention for language delay - to settings with a priority designation
-  Rollout of the ‘Bia Blasta’ pre-school nutrition programme, which commenced on 1 October 2025 for Equal Start designated services providing the ECCE Programme. 

	Explore making available an extra hour of ECCE each day in the second year of preschool. 
	Policy analysis is underway to consider the implications of this change for children, parents and providers. It is being considered in the context of the results of the 2024 ECCE review and the wider work to develop and Action Plan to build an affordable, high-quality, accessible early childhood education and care system

	Evaluate options to amend the ECCE eligibility criteria. 
	Policy analysis is underway to consider the implications of this change for children, parents and providers. It is being considered in the context of the results of the 2024 ECCE review and the wider work to develop and Action Plan to build an affordable, high-quality, accessible early childhood education and care system 

	Extend the National Childcare Scheme to childminders working in the family home, with sensible regulations that fit homebased care. 
	The National Childcare Scheme has already opened to childminders working in the childminder's home. Childminders now have a 3-year transition period (to September 2027) during which they can register with Tusla, but are not yet required to do so. 

	Support childminders through the Tusla registration process and expand access to local training opportunities. 
	DCDE is funding a Childminding Development Officer in every City and County Childcare Committee to provide local-level support to childminders. Childminding Development Officers deliver Pre-Registration Training to childminders at local level. 

	Continue to provide grants that help childminders improve safety and quality through essential toys, equipment, and technology. 
	The 2025 round of the Childminding Development Grant had 413 recipients, and €411k out of the €500k budget was spent. A further round of the grant will open in 2026. 

	Expand the provision of after-school and childcare in school buildings and campuses, in tandem with the school building programme, to provide better access for parents and communities.
	22.5% ELC and SAC delivered on school sites. 

261 new SAC services have were added to the Tusla register in 2024, leading to a net increase of 225 new SAC services in one year alone 

	Expand the provision for newborns and their parents of a Baby Bundle, comprising essential items to support them from day one.
	The evaluation of the pilot is complete and available. An updated baby bundle has been developed taking into consideration the feedback from the pilot.



