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The impact of changes to non-work related child care

Summary
In 1997, the Brotherhood of St Laurence and Community Child Care Victoria explored the
affordability of child care for lower-income families and focused on access to work-related child care.
The report of this project (Tasker & Siemon 1998) found that costs of all child care had risen rapidly
in real terms during the 1990s. Childcare Assistance (which is paid to child care providers) had failed
to keep pace and the other-form of assistance, Childcare Rebate (which is refunded directly to parents),
provided insufficient compensation for families on low incomes.
In the 1998 Federal Budget, the payment of Child care Assistance was limited to 20 hours per week for
each child in child care for non-work related purposes. Non-work related (NWR) child care offers
respite for parents of children with disabilities, relief for parents with more than one child, especially
when there is a newborn baby, and to sole parents. It also makes support available to parents with
higher health needs. In contrast, work-related-child care is available for parents who work full-time,
part-time or on a casual basis, who study or are participating in training, and/or who are looking for
work.
While 20 hours per week might be a reasonable amount of child care for most parents who are
unemployed and not looking for employment, Tasker and Siemon (1998 p.39) noted in their report
that fLdequate provision for the emergency needs of families must be available, and that there might be
problems with the regulation of any limit. Some child care providers also voiced similar concerns
about the limit, in particular its impact on the availability of 24-hour emergency child care and on -the
flexibility of child care required to meet the needs of vulnerable families with low incomes.
In response to these concerns, this project involved interviews with a few selected child care providers
in the first half of 1999 to explore the perceptions about the impact of the 20:..hour limit on families
-with low incomes to determine if further research and action was warranted.

Findings
-

-

According to the child care providers inteIViewed, it was the cost of child care that remains the
primary barrier for families with low incomes to both work and non-work related child care. They also
claimed strategies needed to be developed and implemented to overcome this barrier, in order to
support families with low incomes and improve the life chances of their children. They also noted the
increased use of Family Day Care as a cheaper alternative to centre-based care was not always
appropriate. Families with high health and other needs may make heavy demands on relatively
isolated cnild carers.
Along with the cost, the impact of the 20-hour limit on low-income and vulnerable families was found
to further reduce access to child care by limiting the use of extra hours when required. Providers felt
this restriction could be overcome if the process of applying for an extension to the limit was left to
the discretion of the child care provider (with a supporting letter from a third party). In this way,
providers who are aware of pressures on families could offer extra hours to help avoid a crisis.
Moreover, it was found that the flexibility ofNWR child care could be improved with a monthly or
quarterly limit, thereby allowing parents more hours when they have a greater need, for example when
going to court or requiring medical attention.
Further research is recommended on the impact of the limit on low-income and vulnerable families.
This is warranted as there is evidence to suggest children from families with low incomes serve to
benefit most from early education intervention provided by formal child care (Ochiltree 1994). It is
these children and families who are now less able to access such care. In addition, access to adequate,
good-quality child care can act as an effective ongoing family support mechanism and can be used to
prevent further distress at times of crisis.
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I. Introduction
The aim ofthis project was to explore child care providers' perceptions of the impact on low-income
families of the 20-hour limit placed on the payment of Childcare Assistance for non-work related
(NWR) child care.
Non-work related child care is provided for the benefit of the child and-parent/so It may be provided
regardless of the work or study status of the parent. It provides respite for parents of children with
disabilities, relief for parents with more than one child, especially when there is a newborn baby, and
to sole parents. It also provides support to parents with higher health or other needs. NWR child care
also provides stability of child care while either parent is between jobs. In contrast, work-related child
ca!e is available for parents who work full-time, part time, or on a casual basis, or who study, are
participating in training, or who are looking for work.

Background
In 1997, the Brotherhood ofSt Laurence and Community Child Care Victoria undertook to explore the
affordability of child care for lower-income families and focused on access to work-related child care.
The first report of this project (Tasker & Siemon 1998) found that costs of all child care had risen over
the 18 months to the end of 1997 and that the Childcare Rebate v-efunded directly to parents) provided
insufficient compensation for lower-income families. It was noted in the report that the increase in
costs was likely to result in a reduction of disposable income and/or hours of formal child care for
many families. The report also noted that the cost increase was likely to have a greater impact on some
families. These included low-income families with:
• two or more children;
• other high costs including private rental accommodation and high health costs; and
• sole parents using_care for study or part-time, usually lower-paid, work.
Child care can and does provide family support functions for many parents of preschool children. The
report by Tasl~er and Siemon acknowledged that child care is valuable beyond the facilitation of labour
market Qarticipation and that its use has become a more widely accepted part of family life for many
people. While good quality child care is considered to offer development and socialisation -opportunities for all preschool children, NWR child care also offers respite to both adults and children
of families who lack other forms of support and other sources of informal care.

Child care as a positive resource: prevention and intervention
Formal, good quality child care has been identified as a sucQessful intervention to reduce educational
disadvantage experienced by childrel1 oflow-income families and to provide some alternative
attachment relationships for children. In her work that looked at 40 years of research into the effects of
child care on young children, Ochiltree (1994) concluded that there was evidence to suggest that 'nonparental child care can have cognitive and social-emotional advantages for children from
disadvantaged families' (p.117).
Ochiltree identified many factors that influence the development of children. They included, amongst
others, the quality offamily relationships, family conflict, parent-ehild relationships, parenting style
and values, the family's educational and income level, the health of the parents, the quality of
children's and other family services and cultural factors. In addition, she noted the ethnologicalecological approach to attachment proposed by van Ijzendoorn and Tavecchio (Ochiltree 1994, p.16)
which denied the overarching importance of the mother-ehild relationship and stressed the feelings of
security children can derive from any protective adult. This is especially the case if the primary care
giver is unable to provide a stable and secure attachment relationship.
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Child care also provides children from families whose first language is not English the opportunity to
develop their English language skills prior to attendance at primary school.
-

Formal child care can provide children with a stable, beneficial, child-friendly environment on a
regular basis and provide adults with the opportunity to reduce the stresses associated with parenting.
This project did not start with a belief that only parents on low incomes are unable to provide stable
and secure attachment relationships for their children, either generally or particularly stimulating
activities, or access to school readiness programs. The concern was that people on low incomes would
be less able to access adequate amounts ofNWR child care, due to its cost. In addition, we were
concerned that parents on low incomes, who were not working, studying or looking for work, and
were unable to provide an environment that would benefit their child's development, would be
disadvantaged further (as would their children) by the implementation of this 20-hour limit.

Limits on Childcare Assistance
From 1998, the payment of Childcare Assistance was limited to 20 hours per week for each c1).ildin
child care for NWR purposes. According to the then Minister for Family Services, the Hon J Moylan,
this was 'to ensure Commonwealth funds were targeted to the primary objective of the program, workrelated care'(Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee 1998, p.54).
Prior to this, when centres were operating at capacity, community-owned child-care services used
'Priority of Access' to determine who received a service, with requests for work-related child care
given first priority. Second priority was given to requests for respite care for children with, or of
parents with, a disability. Third priority was for children at risk (of abuse or neglect). Finally, relief
care for non-working parents was also provided. It can be assumed from the Minister's statement that
there was a perception that this mechanism was not operating effectively.
While 20 hours per week of subsidised care might be reasonable for most non-working parents, Tasker
and Siemon (1998 p.39) suggested in their report that adequate provision for the emergency needs of
families must be available. They also noted that there might be problems with the-regulation of the
limit. Since the report's publication, child care providers have raised concerns about the limit, in
particular its impact on the availability of 24-hour emergency child care and onlhe flexibility of child
care required to meet the needs of vulnerable, lower-income families.
Families deemed to be in crisis are eligible for an extension to the weekly limit. According to
Centrelink a short-term crisis may include family illness, hospitalisation, bereavement, short-term
carer responsibilities for other family members or state emergency or disaster (Centrelink Family in
Crisis 'Application). Centrelink will consider other crisis situations on a case-by-case basis. Parents
need to supply document~tion as evidence in support of their claim. This can include a medical
certificate, court documentation or a signed statement from a social worker, counsellor or other third
party. This would be in the form of a statutory declaration stating the nature of the crisis. This
documentation should accompany the Family in Crisis Application form.
Where a service reasonably considers a child to be at risk of neglect or abuse, it can decide how many
hours' care the child needs in excess of 20 hours (up to a maximum of 50 hours). Childcare Assistance
will be payable for these hours for up to 13 weeks. An application for another 13 weeks may be made,
but ifby then the child has not been referred to the state welfare authority, the service is required to
specify the reasons for not doing so.
Special Childcare Assistance may also be claimed by child care providers for a period of up to 13
weeks to cover the fees due from the parentis.
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Method
This project explores the perceptions held by a small number of selected child care providers to assess
whether the 20-hour limit further disadvantages low-income families and if further research is
warranted. It concentrates on:
• the need for NWR child care amongst the families who use their centres, and how this need is met
for families on low incomes;
• the impact of the 20-hour limit on families on low incomes; and
• the availability and accessibility of exemptions to the limit.

In the first half of 1999, interviews were first held with representatives of two peak bodies; one from
the community-owned sector and one from one of the two private child care associations. These
informants suggested individual providers for more detailed interviews. The resultant semi-structured
interviews were held with:
• two coordinators of Family Day Care schemes used by families with low incomes; and
• three centre-based services; one privately owned, two community owned (one provided by local
govermnent).
All were located in areas with significant numbers of families on low incomes.
During the interviews, the interviewer distinguished between people who enjoy their years of
parenting preschoolers and who use formal child care for a break, and those who struggle with the
experience, requiring support and direction to care for their children. Attention focused on the latter.
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2. The interviews
A number of themes emerged from the interviews with child care providers. They included:
• the continuing issue of child care affordability;
• the vulnerability of some families and the positive experience of child care for their children;
• family support and early education functions provided by formal child care;
• the impact of and problems associated with the limit; and
• strategies developed to address these problems.

Affordability
When the 20-hour limit was introduced, affordability was creating its own limit, in particJ,llar for lowincome families. All providers commented on this.
The 1996 and 1997 Budgets pushed low-income families out of non-work related child care. Without a
doubt. Even higher-income families have cut back on their care. We only have three full-time families.
All the others have only one or two days. Families have rearranged their work commitments, or use
grandmothers, or juggle care between them.
(Community-owned centre)
Low-income families were hit the hardest by the changes to child care funding, not just the work-related
limit. They have left formal child care. Private centres were full to overflowing before the changes and
now they have 60 to 65 per cent occupancy.
(Private peak body)
Child care itself is becoming unaffordable. What happened was our high-income families remained but
the low-income families dropped out. We wondered where they went; they were still in the area but not
accessing us. This was a worry for these children, and it wasn't about the 20-hour limit.
(Community-owned centre)
The-20-hour limit and changes in affordability opened our availability up, because parents used to have
three days respite per week and it has decreased to two days. But this has not been accessed because
people can't afford it.
(Eommunity-owned local government centre)

Family Day Care has been least affected by the rise in the price of child care as it still remains the least
expensive option and in many ways the most flexible. Unfortunately though, isolated carers are not in
the best position to provide for the many needs of children whose parents_may be in regular crisis. One
~Family Day Care ~oordinator tried to move these children to centre-ba§ea care to avoid any undue stress on the child care provider.

Vulnerable families
If the access oflow-income families to formal non-work related child care has decreased, what sort of
an impact will this have on children? Due to the exploratory nature of this project, interviews with
vulnerable low-income families were not held, but providers were able to describe the alternative care
they imagined was now available to some children.
Often these parents have not had parents themselves. These are our young homeless who have grown up
and had children. Often families live in cars or private hotels. No one seems worried. These parents
can't afford child care and their children are out of the system.
(Community-owned centre)
For example, a family with three or four young children, under school age, who live in a flat, with no
backyard, with not too good parenting skills, perhaps a de facto or no relationship. Just a single mother.
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And a lot of families around here haven't got a car, or they have one car that is used to go to work-and
they are not interested in walking. They could go to a park or something. But people get into a rut, they
just see the four walls around them, the kids are a nuisance, it gets too noisy, the kids have nothing to
do, boredom sets in ...
(Privately-owned centre)
We had a young mother referred from one agency who required more than 20 hours. She had a mental
disability as well as substance abuse. It was impossible to try and fit that care within the 20 hours. Our
main aim is to support the child.
(Family Day Care coordinator)

Providing care for some families has always been problematic. If the family is reluctant to identify a
need for formal child care, and they can'tafford it, no one can force them to pay for their child's care.
Providers claim that using a child care service gives both childr.en and parents greater access to
support and opportunities to address disadvantage. ~

Non~work related child care as family support
Formal and informal child care can provide support to families with young children. This can be in the
form of respite for both the child and parents, parenting tips, role modelling and referrals to associated
health and welfare providers. Trained staff in formal child care settings will usually do this more
effectively than untrained carers in informal child care settings. Trained staff are more likely to
identify when professional intervention and support services are required and are better placed to put
families in touch with them. All the providers interviewed were experienced in linking vulnerable
families with support services.
Often family breakdQwn is identified by the care provider, by the behaviour of the child. The parents
may be referred to a family counsellor, a housing worker, a fmancial counsellor. We work within a
network of services. For example, I might have a concern with the developmental stage of a child and I
am able to bounce off feelings with the relevant professional. Family Day Care provides a referral point
for parents. We do a lot of networking with the Royal Children's Hospital, Community Health, Early
Intervention Services. Child care providers can cater for children with special needs. We also access
programs like speech therapy, hearing assessments, either by the carer or the coordinator organising a
visit at home or in playgroup.
(Family Day Care coordinator)
This is a low-income area. It is a needy area for services. We link families in with the services that are
available. A lot of families need intervention to survive, basically. We have the Maternal and Child
Health Nurse in the same building and we work closely with the nurses and outreach workers or they
refer clients to us. The outreach-worker works with families that need extra help who are on the verge
of major problems. They require help with mothering skills. We also provide after school care for some[high needs] children. We also work with the Migrant Resource Centre and CSRDO [Children's
Services Regional Disability Officer] with special needs children. We have a few families who are with
the Department of Community Services as a result of a court order. These children at risk have thr~
days per week care. Sometimes the parent pays half and the department pays half.
(Community-owned local government centre)
Our service provides a benefit for those children; it's much better for them. We provide stability,
socialisation with children of their own age, developmental learning, it exposes them to learning. Also
parents learn from the carers. It takes a while to establish a relationship with the carer in the room, once
it is made it helps the parent too. We also have contact with YWCA; women learning English, we
provide child care for classes and can offer full-time care ifrequired.
(Community-owned centre)
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Child care as early education
All the services interviewed provided
classes to school readiness programs.

some form of early childhood

education,

from kindergarten

We have a separate preschool program, four hours every afternoon. Part of that is a transitional program
with the local primary schools. We have one visit each term, with the lunchbox. Part of school readiness
is being able to wait till lunchtime, being able to handle glad wrap, use taps and toilets. They visit the
library. Have a morning in the prep room and participate in the class. The school provides morning tea
for staff and parents who sit and watch the kids. Most of the kids go to the same school. They enjoy
peer support, knowing other older children. They have met the teacher.
(Community-owned centre)
We have two kindergarten teachers. Each room has trained staff. We get feedback from parents that the
kids have-settled well at school. _Infact, the kids complain of the short days, they're impatient to learn
more. Dying to do more. They're used to 8am-5pm days.
(Community-owned local government centre)
There are increased expectations on care providers who now have to plan for the individual needs of
each child. While it is not as formal as centres or kinders, care providers have to have early childhood
development education and must provide activities and focus on outcomes for each child. I believe this
Family Day Care scheme provides intervention and preparation for school. Children with English as a
second language are able to model on the child care provider to improve their English.
(Family Day Care coordinator)

The impact of the 20-hour limit on access to child care
The private child care sector was perceived to have been hardest hit by the limit. Prior to 1997,
according to one provider, parents' access to Childcare Assistance had only been limited by choice.
When parents were able to have up to 60 hours child care, even [some] non-working parents claimed up
to 50-60 hours. It was good value for money and they used the services from 8am to 5.30, five days a
week.
(Privately-owned centre)
Families had to rearrange child care in line with the limit, they did not necessarily reduce the hours of
child care they were using; children were going to informal care.
(Community-owned sector peak body)
Itf contrast, the amount ofNWR child care on offer in the not-for-profit
sector was limited by the
- Priority of Access mechanism.
Since the changes to affordability,
this mechanism has been less
effective because of the low rates of occupancy. Ability to pay now seems to be the main criteria
determining

access to child care.

Prior to 1996, the majority of child care/FDC schemes were at or close to capacity. A ceiling to relief
care [had been] put in place to meet the demands of relief care. This scheme applied a limitation on
relief care of six hours per day, up to two days per week [12 hours]. This was to keep young mumsgoing. These hours were to be between the hours of9.15 and 3.15, within school hours. So the impact
of the limit was not great on Family Day Care, as the limit was higher than most already received for
non-work related child care.
(Family Day Care Coordinator)
I think that one of the things that has happened is that some services and a lot of people have interpreted
the limit as if you are not working you can't have more than 20 hours. Rather than, you can't have more
than 20 hours of Childcare Assistance. So that it has this effect that families started using less child care
and the legitimacy of using child care has slightly changed, if you weren't working.
(Community-owned sector peak body)
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Prior to this there was no limit [applied by this centre] because respite is vital to many families around
here. We went from 95 per cent occupancy to 68-70 per cent occupancy. At the beginning of the year it
was lower. Children went from three days care to two. We were providing stability. We were providing
respite for both the child and the family. It's pretty vile around this area.
(Community-owned local government centre)

Existing affordability problems, combined with the introduction of the limit, places NWR child care
out of the reach of many families. This impacts on the life chances of children from low-income
families, whose access to child care functions as a family support mechanism.

Problems with the limit
The private sector has probably experienced the most difficulties with the limit as they were
apparently providing more NWR child care than the not-for-profit sector. In one suburb a private
provider of child care claimed almost half the private centres had closed since the changes to
Childcare Assistance had been introduced. As well, the 20 hours have been difficult for centres to
administer as they generally trade-on a 10.5 or 12 hour day. Concerns also remain about the arbitrary
nature of the limit and the process of applying for extensions.
But no criteria are built around emergencies. We've had a couple of cases. Both were emergencies and
they couldn't have been written up in time for [an extension to] Childcare Assistance [to be granted].
One was referred by another family agency who haa concerns about substance abuse. Child care was
organised within the limit, except the parent would often go outside these hours without any notice. The parent would not tum up and the care would go over the 20-hour limit. Another case was where the
parent usually fitted within the work-related category, but whose relapse ofMS would lead to
hospitalisation at short notice. As she was not working [while in hospital] and she was not entitled to
sick leave, she was not entitled to work-related child care. While the protocol is to get approval before
providing the extra child care, which is supposed to take a few days, the reality is that you have to make
decisions immediately. This requires the service providers to exercise discretion in applying the
guidelines. In emergencies, we just do it.
(Family Day Care Coordinator)
Families that are stressed and financially not good would like a block of a week [of child care] to get
them through a busy period, e.g. going to court, and not have as much the next week, but with the 20hour limit they are not allowed to do that. These parents indicate that it is a nuisance, as the flexibility
has gone.
(Privately-owned centre)
Some families find it difficult to stay within the 20 hours. These families may suffer with chronic
illness or severe family crisis, for example, having to attend court. Then they make a family in crisis
application. This is also the case for families with substance abuse problems. In this latter case, we have
a social worker working with the family and the strategy that has been decided upon is to keep the
family within the guidelines although occasionally they go over the limit. When this does occur, the
family pays out of their own pocket.
(Family Day Care Coordinator)
Well what I fear is that 20 hours is not very long per week for a family that is using the care because
they are struggling with their own parenting skills. It's plenty oftime for someone who loves being a
non-working parent and having a great lifestyle and uses it for a bit of break for time without their
child. But for the family where the parent isn't operating in that competent way, it isn't much time. It
might be two full days, you know, it's not a lot of time. In most services it's less than two full days,
because most services have a 10.5-hour day.
(Community-owned sector peak body)
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Strategies to overcome these problems
The child care providers interviewed were under the impression that approval for more than 20 hours
of Childcare Assistance per week for NWR child care should be received before they provided the
extra hours, but most do not wait for this. Their expressed primary concern is the well-being of the
child and the family.
While this service found it initially difficult, we are now familiar with the process. We have made only
10 applications in the past year. It can be slightly frustrating to have to deal with the bureaucratic
process. Our scheme makes the decision and provides the child care and we cross our fingers that it will
be authorised by the department. The official process expects the service to wait for an answer before
the service is provided.
(Family Day Care Coordinator)
N ow I just put in the quarterly report with the stat decs [statutory declarations] attached and the Special
Childcare Assistance claimed, after the event. There is a limit on Special Childcare Assistance of 5 per
cent of the total Childcare Assistance paid out in the previous quarter. So far that has been OK for this
service. At the time of the [initialtparent interview we request they fill out a form for Family in Crisis.
(Family Day Care Coordinator)
If a mother gets a part-timejob she then becomes entitled to full Childcare Assistance and to full-time
child care. Even if she is only working one day a week. That was a bit of a loophole. They are allowed
to bring the child for five days a week as long as she is working part of the week.
(Privately-owned centre)
Emergency care? I give it to them. We would claim for it with a covering letter, put it in with the
quarterly report to the department. I'm not aware of any limit. We haven't been rejected at any time. An
example of an emergency would be a crisis at home, domestic violence, which is pretty common, fairly
high around here.
(Community-owned local government centre)

And in one municipality, a novel response has been developed to the problem of affordability and nonwork related child care.
It didn't seem, on the surface, as though there was a problem. Then we linked with the Salvos who
approached the centre. They have a farnilycrisis accommodation centre, and asked if we could offer a
place paid for by the Salvos. We decided to provide two places each day for a Family in Crisis, or
homeless, drug dependent or whatever, to people living in the private hotels or at Crossroads
Accommodation Centre. All the families have case workers working with them: They could also be in
public housing, but would still be with a case worker. For these children it shows that there is more to
life. That not everyone is horrible. Sometimes it's the first time they have been anywhere.
This centre sidestepped the 20-hour limit. It doesn't work for us so we found a way that did. We keep
two full-time places utilised by five families, with two to three days per week. As we have a huge
waiting fist, we don't have any free places. We also have a few families who access non-work related
child care as respite/relief, not as intervention. All have one or two days. There are now three centres in
this area that offer free child care places, or they may charge a nominal fee. They receive the Childcare
Assistance component. Otherwise these centres were under-utilised. While this is not what the
government intends, it meets a need in the community and it is within the guidelines.
(Community-owned centre)
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3. Discussion
The overwhelming impression from the child care providers was that the primary barrier to child care,
both work and non-work related, was its cost. The providers interviewed for this study felt that while
the need for NWR child care amongst the low-income families who had previously used their centres
remained, it was now less likely to be met. The providers described the family support and early
education functions they were able-to offer in their services that enhanced the life chances of these
children. While most of the providers felt 20 hours would suit most parents, they were aware of some
families who required more. They were concerned about the many families who no longer accessed
child care and the subsequent loss of what they believed had been a positive experience for their
children. It was beyond this project to identify the impact of the 20-hour limit on these families.
As Family Day Care is cheaper than centre-based child care and its hours are more flexible, many
children from families on low incomes are placed there. If these children are from families with high
needs, this trend may result in greater pressure being placed on more isolated carers. One child care
coordinator preferred to move these children to centre-based care when it was available and
afrordable, to avoid placing too much stress on the child carer. But the higher cost can act as a
disincentive for parents to make such a move.
A number of agencies and child care centres in one inner suburb have responded to the low levels of
occupancy and reduced access to child care by families on low incomes. They have made what would
otherwise have been vacant places available to children from transient families with low incomes for a
nominal fee while their parents participate in programs or access other services in order to improve
their housing and welfare. The centres claim Special Childcare Assistance. They also receive volunteer
assistance from a welfare agency to enrich the lives of children who otherwise would have no chance
of experiencing preschool activities.
Child care providers also expressed concerns about the impact on parents' perceptions about their right
to use non-work related child care, as they are now required to make a formal application for any
extension to the limit. Parents have to fill out an application for the extra hours and provide
documentation to demonstrate the nature of the family crisis. This process can act as a barrier to the
use of extra hours if parents feel uncomfortable about their need for extra support and are unable to
access child care to prevent a critical situation from worsening. The process can also be problematic
for the service if the parent fails to-complete the paperwork.
Many child care providers also demonstrated uncertainty about the process of applying for an
extension to the limit when the family was deemed to be in crisis or the child at risk. While all
informants were aware that there was a process, not all providers made applications in the same W-2.y
and SDmedid not seem to be clear about the process.
Not one provider waited for an application to be approved before providing the extra care, and all felt
children's needs should and would come first. When providing extra care in response to demonstrated
family needs, the providers usually claimed an extension to the limit when they submitted their
quarterly reports. Some providers may have claimed the 20 hours per week but actually allocated more
hours one week than the next, in order to provide parents with the flexibility they required. Providers
are only able to do this while centres have low levels of occupancy.
One provider was concerned that her ability to make decisions regarding the neeas of the children in
her care was being reduced and being transferred to people who did not have as good a working
knowledge of the family's situation. She was also concerned that there was no longer any formal
mechanism for providers to report back to the funding body on the impact of policy.
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4. Conclusion and recommendations
Cost remains the primary barrier for families on low incomes to both work and non-work related child
care.
In their 1998 report, Is child care affordable?, Tasker and Siemon stated that federal government
expenditure support is crucial to ensure affordability, justifying this expenditure in terms of its
contributions to:
•
•

horizontal equity or life-cycle income smoothing (similar to free schools or family payments);
economic efficiency (benefits from a more productive work force) as well as gender employment
equity;
•
long-term social sustainability (otherwise women may decide against bearing children) as well as
broader gender equity;
•
social protection and vertical equity (such universal services can play an important role in poverty
prevention, and funding also allows a degree of regulation of potentially dangerous services);
•
educational development; and
•
child protection.
(Tasker & Siemon 1998, p.36)

Two years later, these points are just as valid, and it is regrettable that child care affordability and
access has in fact been worsened by recent federal government actions, such as the introduction of the
20-hour limit. The cost barrier needs to be overcome to ensure families have access to child care,
jmproving the life c~ances of their children.
Attention also needs to be paid to the increased use of Family Day Care for children of parents
struggling with their responsibilities, when considering the high needs of these children, the greater
demands made by the parents and the relative isolation of the child carer.
Along with the cost, the impact of the 20-hour limit on families with low incomes has been to reduce
their access to child care and to restrict their use of extra hours when required. This restriction could
be overcome if extensions to the limit were at the discretion of the child care provider (with a
supporting letter from a third party). In this way, providers who are aware of pressures on families
could offer extra hours to prevent crises. In addition, the flexibility of non- work- rela fed child care
~uld be improved with a monthly or quarterly limit, thereby allowing parents more hours whenlhey
have greater need.
Finally, it must be the responsibility of the funding body to ensure all child care providers are aware of
the extension process and are therefore able to provide non-work related child care when it is required
-to benefit the child.
Further research on the impact of the limit on families with low incomes is warranted as children who
serve to benefit most from early education intervention seem to be least able to gain access to it. In
addition, families who do not have any member in paid employment have few resources and are more
at risk if a crisis occurs. Access to adequate amounts of good quality child care could act as an
effective family support mechanism, preventing further distress at times of crisis.

11

The impact of changes to non-work related child care

References
Ochiltree, G 1994, Effects of child care on young children: forty years of research, Early Childhood
Study Paper no. 5, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.
Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee 1998, Report on child care funding, Commonwealth
of Australia, Canberra.
Tasker, G & Siemon, D 1998, Is child care affordable? Pressures onfamiliesand their use offormal
long day care, Brotherhood of St Laurence and Community Child Care, Melbourne.

12

