PRESS RELEASE

September 6 2000

Instead of counting the cost of providing childcare, we should be more concerned with the ultimate cost of not providing it

The Combat Poverty Agency (CPA) today (September 6) recommended that the government subvents childcare as part of a comprehensive strategy to improve overall child welfare and particularly to help in tackling Ireland’s high level of child poverty.

In a new policy paper entitled "Public subvention of childcare; an anti-poverty perspective" the Agency advocated the provision of extra child care places in disadvantaged communities through direct state investment and the expansion of family friendly work policies. In this regard the government commitment of £250 million for child care provision is welcome. CPA stated that facilitating access to pre-school education for poor children would promote equality of opportunity for a group at high risk of education disadvantage. The Agency advised against a tax-based childcare subsidy as a means of addressing the cost of childcare on the grounds that it would primarily benefit better-off families.

Jim Walsh, Policy Analyst, explained: "The government’s policy priority in sub-venting childcare should be to target support at children of low-income families, in keeping with the National Anti-Poverty Strategy. It is crucial that childcare support is targeted at the families who can least afford it, who face the greatest barriers to employment and whose children are most at risk of educational disadvantage. If we do not tackle the issue of childcare now, the ultimate cost to the state is likely to exceed greatly the cost of proper childcare subvention."

He said that at this time of the year, the focus was very much on primary and secondary education. However, for all families, childcare costs are greatest for children under five, yet there is a major policy gap in the level of public assistance provided at this time.

"Today we are proposing to the government that they look seriously at this gap and concentrate on the pre-school years, particularly for disadvantaged children. Research has shown that early education can be beneficial in preventing severe education disadvantage and that improving access to pre-school education is far more cost-effective than intervening when children are older," he continued.

He outlined the Agency’s support for targeted measures for poor families. These include:

· Childcare disregard under family income supplement; 

· Means-tested allowance for children attending pre-school education;

He said that more expensive universal measures for all families could be funded by redirecting existing tax subsidies into a single cash payment focused on children. Options include:

· Child benefit supplement for younger children; 

· Universal parental benefit for families with younger children.

Mr Walsh outlined that while Ireland remained top of the EU child poverty table with one-quarter of Irish children living in income-poor households, public subvention for children, including childcare costs in Ireland, remained very low in comparison to other EU states. 

"The Agency acknowledges the commitment in the current social partnership agreement (Partnership for Prosperity and Fairness) towards a £100 per month child benefit payment for the third and subsequent children," he said. 

"However, the basic child welfare payments of £23/£26 per week remains paltry when compared to the minimum cost of a child which is £34 per week. It is in this minimalist context that state support with the cost of caring for children should be considered. Significantly, increasing current rates of child benefit is the fairest and most effective way of supporting all families with children, while giving greatest help to children in poverty."
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A full version of the policy paper is on the Agency’s website.

