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When it comes to our economy, the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) rules. The federal government continually boasts about Canada’s performance as compared to other countries.  Our debt is lower, and our surpluses are higher and longer lasting, than most other countries in the developed world.

But when it comes to women and children, the federal government seems to conveniently ignore our poor standing as compared to other countries, and the recommendations made in a number of international reports – including the OECD’s extensive 2006 study of early childhood education in more than 20 countries, Starting Strong II.  

In this study, the OECD ranks Canada’s approach to child care at the bottom of the barrel – we have the lowest public investment, the lowest access rates, and among the highest parent fees in the world.  Unlike most developed countries, outside of Quebec and it’s provincially led $7 per day child care, Canada has no vision, no plan and no performance targets.  In short, we have no system.   

Research shows that a ‘leave it to the market’ approach doesn’t work, and the Canadian experience over the last 30 years certainly proves this point.  With our low levels of public funding for child care, we’ve gotten what we paid for – few spaces, high parent fees and low staff wages.  Without adequate funding and strong federal leadership Canada finds itself with child care that is expensive, inconsistent – of variable quality, and inaccessible to those who need it – particularly for children and families with special needs or children and families living in rural areas.   

But, there is an alternative.  Countries that deliver on child care - where quality is high, and where spaces are both available and affordable – have governments that show leadership and take responsibility for building the system and for funding child care programs directly.  And, they have the benefits to show for it, with healthy, well-educated children and families and lower poverty rates, while still maintaining strong economies.

This year, the Child Care Advocacy Association of Canada celebrates 25 years of advocacy for quality, universal child care.  We believe that child care programs should be a natural and expected part of our neighbourhoods, available and affordable to all who choose to use them.  

Our work towards achieving this vision is supported by a membership that reaches over four million Canadians. Support for child care also extends far beyond our membership.  Poll after poll shows that the majority of Canadians support increased public funding for quality child care services.  

An overwhelming body of evidence highlights that quality child care is a social and economic imperative.  Child care promotes healthy child development, reduces child poverty, advances women’s equality, deepens social inclusion and advances a knowledge-based economy and, therefore, ongoing economic prosperity.

That’s why it is critical for Canada to use its federal spending power to provide ‘value for Canadians’. Evidence from abroad and our own lived experience here in Canada, points to the need for federal leadership in funding and developing child care services as well as other important social services.

While child care is under provincial and territorial jurisdiction, the lack of progress over the last 30 years makes it clear that Canada’s commitment to ‘comparable services with comparable tax rates’ will not be achieved without strong federal leadership.

Upon saying this, we recognize Quebec’s leadership in child care. Quebec has expanded its early learning and child care programs to ensure much better access to families than anywhere else in the country.  To reflect this, any federal approach to child care needs to take this into account. Federal initiatives must allow Quebec to negotiate to use federal funds in ways that reflect Quebec’s particular needs and priorities.

In 2000 the federal government began to take baby steps in this direction through a series of political - not legal - transfer agreements with the provinces and territories for early childhood development, including child care.  These agreements do not have the ‘accountability goalposts’ needed to ensure that regulated child care programs become more available and affordable over time - no legislated standards, no requirement for audited reports and no provision for ongoing monitoring by the House of Commons.   

Instead, these federal, provincial and territorial agreements hang their accountability hats on clear public reporting.

The CCAAC has just completed a three year citizen engagement project, funded by the federal government, where we analyzed public reporting under these agreements.  We are pleased to share our final project report Making the Connections: Using Public Reporting to Track the Progress on Child Care Services in Canada with you today.  The report is available on line at ccaac.ca/mtc and we have copies of the executive summary in English and French. We also have few copies of the full report available today. 

The report’s authors conclude that few governments have clear public reporting that allows the public to easily track the progress on child care.  On the contrary, many of these reports are confusing or incomplete, and none meet all of the requirements outlined in the FPT Agreements.  

Our experience in this project suggests that it is not practical for citizens to analyze public reporting on their own.  The issues are complex, the reporting incomplete, and frankly most parents simply don’t have the time or energy to undertake this kind of analysis.  This reality raises some serious questions about relying on this approach alone for accountability.  The CCAAC promotes, instead, relying on solid ‘accountability goalposts’ for public investment in child care services – benchmarks that would indicate clearly whether or not goals for child care are being reached, and ensure that there is clear accountability for child care spending.  

Bill C303 – the Early Learning and Child Care Act – is an example of the comprehensive approach to public accountability envisioned by the CCAAC. This Bill has the support of all of the Opposition parties and, we suggest, many other Canadians.  It also recognizes Quebec’s leadership in child care and allows for an asymmetrical approach to federalism.

Even without accountability goalposts, the federal transfers to provincial and territorial governments for ELCC have made a positive difference. The project found evidence of improvements in the quality and availability of child care in some regions.  At the same time, the limited progress shows that significantly more resources will be required to build a child care system.  For example, in my home province of New Brunswick, child care staff wages went from a meagre $7.04/hour to a somewhat-less-meagre $8.44/hour, thanks to federal transfers. 

Our report’s recommendations for improved public reporting – with child care plans and measurable performance targets – have long been central to our advocacy. These recommendations are supported by Canada’s Public Sector Accounting Board which issued a number of public reporting recommended practices.  The current political context makes these recommendations even more vital: 
1. First – The bilateral agreements signed by the federal government with the provinces in 2005, which included the most significant transfer of funds for child care to date - some $5 billion over five years, have been cancelled by the current federal government. The 2007 federal budget, however, did include ongoing annual transfers of $250 million for the creation of new child care spaces.  But no transfer agreements were signed with the provinces and territories – not even political agreements, as in the past.  Accountability is solely through public reporting.  Without even modest goalposts, public reporting improvements are essential if those monies are to be adequately tracked in the absence of agreements.  

2. Second - The federal government introduced direct cash transfers to families, with minimal accountability for the quality and affordability of child care services that parents access with these funds.  We now know that, multinational corporate child care is now in Canada.  For these and other reasons, Canada risks repeating the Australian experience, where corporate child care dominates and where increased public funding has not translated into making quality programs more available and affordable.  Instead, high fees, service gaps, and public concerns about quality characterize the Australian experience.  

The child care advocacy community’s commitment to addressing these concerns is longstanding. All of us must play a crucial part in ensuring that the federal government assumes its leadership role and that there is accountability for the government funds invested.
Together, we need to hold our federal, provincial and territorial governments to account for their stated and ongoing commitment to improving access to quality, affordable child care programs.  The fact that advocacy is a critical part of this process has been reinforced by Canada’s Public Sector Accounting Board who remind us that “advocacy groups … play an important role in the public policy, communications and accountability processes”. 

Thank you for the opportunity to share our vision and priorities with you today, and to learn from your incredible energy and commitment. I believe that by working together we can achieve equality for women in Canada.   
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