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Early Childhood 
Education and Care

Background

Canada’s Market-Based Child Care

We’re used to hearing that Canada has no 

national child care program and that early 

childhood education and care (ECEC) is se-

verely under-provided and under-funded. 

While these criticisms are true, two import-

ant points are less often noted: first, how 

much Canada relies on the market for child 

care; and, second, the substantial negative 

effects of this approach.

The market approach shapes every as-

pect of ECEC in Canada: market-based de-

velopment of services means that the private 

sector — both for-profit entrepreneurs and 

non-profit or charitable organizations — de-

termine when and where services are locat-

ed, often with little public planning. Private 

non-profit and for-profit operators finance 

much of the capital cost, and deliver most of 

the regulated child care services across Can-

ada. Parents’ private funds pay the bulk of the 

cost in both regulated and unregulated child 

care, while public funding is spent primarily 

through more market-oriented demand-side 

measures such as vouchers, cheques, or fee 

subsidies. There is little public management 

of services or public planning for expansion 

to meet needs. The role of governments is 

largely limited to developing and minimal-

ly monitoring health and safety regulations, 

not standards for high-quality programming 

that benefits children.

The results of this failed market approach 

are visible, tangible and regularly docu-

mented. Not only is there significant varia-

tion, inequity, and gaps across Canada in af-

fordability, supply of services, and quality, 

but many (if not most) families across Canada 

cannot find or afford high-quality child care.

The Right Thing and the 
Smart Thing To Do

Child care has long been considered a key re-

quirement for women’s equality, social jus-

tice, and equity and a key part of good family 

policy aimed at work/family balance. More re-

cently, a consistent body of evidence1 shows 

that building a public ECEC system is not just 

the right thing to do for parents and children 

but the smart thing to do for Canada social-

ly and economically. In 2012, TD Econom-

ics, in a special report titled Early childhood 

education has widespread and long lasting 

benefits, also urged increased public spend-

ing when “finances move back in balance.” 

The report observed Canada lags far behind 

other countries but that “Overall, having an 

efficient, high-quality early childhood pro-

gram in place, which is accessible for all 

children and affordable for parents, would 

be beneficial for children, parents as well as 

the broader economy.”2
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In its most recent review of Canada’s com-

pliance with the Convention on the Rights of 

the Child, the UN confronted Canada over its 

lack of a national child rights strategy and its 

lack of progress on child care in particular. 

The Geneva committee’s report noted con-

cerns regarding the “lack of funding directed 

towards the improvement of early childhood 

development and affordable and accessible 

early childhood care and services” and the 

“high cost of child care and lack of avail-

able places.”3

Too Little Money, Too Little Policy

“We would but we can’t afford it” was the ex-

cuse for inaction on child care prior to 2000. 

Then, as federal and provincial surpluses 

began to mount annually — reaching a dizzy-

ing $30 billion combined in 20074 — a small 

but increasing federal commitment to child 

care funding finally emerged. However, at the 

height of Canada’s economic success, the cur-

rent federal government terminated Canada’s 

sole significant national child care initiative. 

As a result, federal transfers in 2007–08 were 

reduced by 37% from 2006, and by 61% from 

the previous government’s commitment for 

2009.5 Canada’s public spending on ECEC 

programs is only 0.25% of GDP — about one-

third the OECD average (0.7%) and far short of 

the international minimum benchmark of at 

least 1% of GDP for ECEC for 0–5 year olds.6

In short, child care in Canada can be 

summed up by the comment “too little pub-

lic money, too little public policy.” Child care 

today is plagued by stagnant provincial and 

territorial budgets, expansion and contrac-

tion of services unconnected to planning or 

community need, and shockingly unafford-

able parent fees. Fee subsidies are even more 

inadequate than in the past; subsidy avail-

ability for eligible low-income families has 

been relatively stagnant or even shrunk rela-

tive to 2001, although the supply of regulated 

spaces has grown by about 400,000 spaces 

since that time.

Comparing best policy practices with the 

current state of Canadian early childhood 

education and child care reveals a vast gap 

between what we know and what we do. The 

research suggests that delivering high-qual-

ity, equitable, accessible ECEC programs for 

children and families requires a systematic, 

coherent, integrated approach, with well-

defined public management,7 while point-

ing out the pitfalls of relying on services that 

are unplanned, fragmented, rely on private 

methods of financing and operate on a for-

profit basis.8 Overall, much good evidence 

is readily available on which to build a solid 

ECEC system but ECEC policy-making in 21st 

century Canada continues not to be based 

on the best available knowledge, leaving an 

extensive evidence gap.

Current Issues

Child care in Canada today demonstrates 

multiple market failures9:

Parent fees are often higher than univer-

sity tuition, while subsidy programs in some 

provinces/territories fail to make child care 

financially accessible to the low-income par-

ents eligible for them. Parent fees range from 

those in Quebec (at $154/month the lowest in 

Canada), to Manitoba, which sets maximum 

parent fees province-wide ($414/month for 

a two-year-old), to other jurisdictions where 

parents pay, on average, up to $700 or $800/

month for regulated child care. In large cit-

ies, child care costs are even higher. In Van-

couver, for example, commercial child care 
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chain Kids and Company tops the chart with 

parent fees of $1,915/month — almost $23,000 

annually — for toddler care, while the non-

profit University of British Columbia Child-

care Services’ fee for a toddler of non-UBC-

affiliated parents is $1,570.10

The supply of services is far below either 

the demand or the need for child care yet ex-

pansion of child care spaces has been ex-

tremely slow, slowing to a crawl in the last 

few years. More than 70% of mothers of young 

children are in the paid labour force but in 

2010 (the most recent available data) there 

were regulated spaces in child care centres 

for only about 21% of children 0–5 years old.

While low staff wages have shown some 

signs of improvement in some provinces/ter-

ritories, wage levels, benefits and working 

conditions are still far too low to ameliorate 

ongoing staffing issues such as recruitment 

and retention across Canada.

Quality issues, which concern both regu-

lated services and the unregulated arrange-

ments that many parents are obliged to use, 

persist.

For-Profit Child Care: Growing 
Almost Everywhere in Canada

Although the benefits of a more publicly-man-

aged system are clear, and the failures of mar-

ket-based ECEC are in plain sight across the 

country, from the perspective of quality and 

access, it is disturbing to observe that the for-

profit child care sector is growing in almost 

all provinces/territories. In 2010, for-profits 

delivered 28% of all centre-based spaces, 

up from 20% in 2004. The most recent data 

show for-profit services dominating the lim-

ited overall expansion, accounting for more 

than two-thirds of growth in six provinces/

territories between 2008 and 2010.

Child care chains are growing in Canada 

, but until recently most have been small-

scale, local endeavours. The last few years 

have witnessed not only small chains be-

come medium (5–10 centres) and even large 

(15 or more centres) chains but the addition 

of mega-sized, for-profit corporations such as 

Edleun, Canada’s first publicly listed big-box 

child care chain, and the privately-held Kids 

and Company. Each of these now operates 

approximately 50 centres in multiple prov-

inces, and purports to be positioned for ex-

pansion, as venture capital and mainstream 

investors provide significant capital. Business 

analysts such as the Globe and Mail’s David 

Milstead have questioned their profitability 

potential, while a report authored by B.C. 

Certified Management Accountant Gerald 

Dragomir challenged the idea that the child 

care chain business model can provide and 

sustain the high-quality, affordable services 

that families need.11

Countries such as Australia, the United 

Kingdom and the United States, where for-

profit big-box chains now dominate child care, 

provide useful lessons for Canada about our 

prospects if this threat isn’t addressed.12 In 

other words, public funds will support private 

profits rather than the public goals of quality, 

affordability, and access. The threat of even 

higher fees, lower wages, unmet demand, and 

quality concerns should be a wake-up call to 

governments about the fundamental ineffect-

iveness and inequity of their longstanding 

market-based approach to child care servi-

ces. The evidence-based response to Can-

ada’s high rate of labour force participation 

among mothers and contemporary knowledge 

of the benefits of early childhood education 

should be a national policy framework lay-

ing out a publicly managed, publicly fund-
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ed system that blends early childhood edu-

cation and child care, and prioritizes equity 

in both access and service provision.

A key barrier to advancing a system of ear-

ly childhood education and care in Canada 

has been the federal government’s absence 

from the table. The current federal govern-

ment has gone one step further than even pre-

vious governments by abandoning virtually 

all responsibility for the file. Indeed, funding 

for federal Aboriginal ECEC programs — for 

which the federal government has consider-

able responsibility — has been largely stat-

ic since 2006, and even dropped in 2009.13

Doing nothing is poor policy. The feder-

al government’s lack of leadership on child 

care limits provincial, territorial and First Na-

tions progress today and restricts our ability 

to act in the future.

AFB Actions

There is compelling evidence that public in-

vestment in early childhood education and 

care — with its multiple benefits to multiple 

groups — offers among the highest bene-

fits that nations can adopt. Studies have re-

peatedly shown that well-designed public 

spending on ECEC promotes health, advan-

ces women’s equality, addresses child and 

family poverty, deepens social inclusion, and 

grows the economy.

But wishful thinking and a market-based 

approach won’t make it happen. The feder-

al government must move to accountability 

for results by beginning to build, with the 

provinces/territories, a system of high-qual-

ity, affordable, inclusive, and publicly owned 

early childhood education and care services 

across Canada, with equitable access for all 

children and families.

To protect and promote the public inter-

est, the AFB provides leadership and signifi-

cant funding support to provinces and terri-

tories that commit to building public systems 

of early childhood education and care. The 

goal of the AFB’s early childhood education 

program is to reach at least 1% of GDP, start-

ing this year with a $2.3 billion investment 

that increases over the next 10 years.

A reallocation of current expenditures 

provides a starting place for realizing this 

funding commitment. We propose to incor-

porate the $2.8 billion annual funds currently 

spent through the Universal Child Care Bene-

fit (UCCB) into federal expenditures both on 

the early childhood education and care pro-

gram, as described, and on improvements to 

the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB), includ-

ing the National Child Benefit Supplement. 

There is neither evidence that the consider-

able public expenditures on the UCCB furthers 

ECEC goals of improved access and quality 

nor is the UCCB an effective income support 

program that can help lift families with chil-

dren out of poverty. Thus, these consider-

able public funds would be more effectively 

spent on ECEC and on the CCTB and should 

be moved into these columns.

The AFB will establish a policy frame-

work to guide collaboration with provinces 

and territories, providing federal funds to 

those that are accountable for developing 

and maintaining:

•	Public plans (including legislated univer-

sal entitlement, targets, and timetables) 

for developing comprehensive and in-

tegrated systems of ECEC services that 

meet the care and early education needs 

of both children and parents.
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•	Public expansion through publicly de-

livered and publicly managed ECEC ser-

vices (including integration of existing 

community-based services into publicly 

managed systems).

•	Public funding delivered to ECEC sys-

tems, not to individual parents, designed 

to create and maintain high-quality, ac-

cessible services.

•	Public monitoring and reporting in the 

legislatures (federal, provincial/ territorial) 

on the quality of, and access to, the ear-

ly childhood education and care system.

Within these broad recommendations, the 

AFB acknowledges the right of Canada’s First 

Nations and Aboriginal peoples to design, 

deliver, and govern their own ECEC services 

while pointing out that Aboriginal ECEC pro-

grams have been especially neglected by the 

federal government. The AFB also respects 

Quebec’s right to develop social programs. 

However, it is clear that additional federal 

funding and more focused public policy are 

required to further advance both quality in 

and equitable access to Quebec’s system, so 

the AFB encourages the federal government 

to work with Quebec to achieve the province’s 

goals for child care.

Finally, the AFB recognizes that, in addi-

tion to high-quality accessible child care, fam-

ilies with young children also require, and 

have a right to, well-paid maternity/parental 

leave. But many parents — mothers and fath-

ers — cannot afford to take or are ineligible 

for the maternity/parental leave benefit as it 

currently exists. An improved, better-paid, 

more inclusive, more flexible maternity/par-

ental leave benefit program, including ear-

marked paternity leave, should be developed 

in the near future.
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