· OPEN LETTER TO: MINISTER KEN DRYDEN & PROVINCIAL/TERRITORIAL SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT MINISTERS-- OCTOBER 28, 2004

· From Charles Coffey and Margaret Norrie McCain 

Canada has fallen far behind child care standards in other Western Democracies with a dismal junkyard of under resourced, poorly regulated programs, says a scathing review by theprograms, said a startling review from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development.  prestigious western democracies with a "dismal" junkyard of starving, unregulated Organization for Economic Development and Co-operation. The OECD study joins others, including some we have authored, warning that Canada is missing the social and economic dividends a comprehensive, quality system of early learning and child care can provide.  

On Nov. 1 and 2, there is an opportunity to leave Canada’s laggard status in the dust.  Federal Social Development Minister Ken Dryden will meet with his provincial/territorial counterparts to discuss how his government can make good on its election promise to create a Canada-wide system of early learning and child care.

Minister Dryden, you seem seized by your task, viewing it as the next great Canadian social initiative, as significant as the establishment of Medicare or public education. We applaud your vision and hope it can rise above the usual jurisdictional wrangling. You and your counterparts are charged with the need to transform Canada’s sorry patchwork of services into a publicly funded system of early learning and child care. 

While the additional $5-billion over 5 years committed by the Prime Minister is insufficient to meet the needs of every child, it is a very important start. How it is spent will determine the look of the new national program to come.  
To this end, we offer you and the ministers, our best advice:

Definitions are important:  Early learning and child care is a program that promotes the healthy development of young children at the same time as it supports effective parenting and allows parents to work, study, care for other family members and participate in their community.  

An average neighborhood has a scattering of disconnected programs.  Kindergarten, nursery and pre-schools are there to educate children. Family resource centres support parenting and child care is for working parents. A single program with multiple functions is more cost-effective, eliminates the program bouncing that many young kids are subjected to and better responds to the changing needs of families.  Models like Toronto First Duty which combine the current early years silos into a single service is a good example of how to bring the disparate pieces together. Any agreement should encourage provinces to rationalize their early learning and child care services to provide a stable platform for expansion.
It is about more than money: Layering new funding on top of what is not working will produce more of the same. The OECD recommends a 'paradigm-shift' from child care services that are reliant on exorbitant parent fees and targeted subsidies to publicly funded early learning and care programs. The former excludes moderate-income families from participation, compromises quality and is a barrier to expansion. The ministers should emerge from their meeting with an action plan outlining how the conversion from a user-pay to a public service will take place. 

It has to be good: One quarter of children enter grade 1 with learning or behavioural problems, a strong indicator that they will continue to have difficulty throughout their schooling. Identifying and addressing difficulties in the early years, before they became biologically imbedded, would provide an enormous advantage. 

Despite the efforts of staff and volunteers, much Canadian child care provides little more than custodial care. Indispensable to a good program is dedicated people who view work in early learning and care as viable career.  They need to arrive appropriately trained and stay because they are adequately compensated and supported to do their important job well.   Without addressing this fundamental issue, the new national program will be derailed.

Support the workforce:  Across most of the country child care staff individually plan and direct the activities of their young charges.  They do it without curriculum guides or updates or even the occasional professional development opportunity to refresh their enthusiasm and knowledge. Government child care offices must convert from their subsidy doling functions to providing the resources any system requires to function effectively. 

Bring the kids up from the basements:  Children need bright, safe and healthy environments. Programs should not require the largess of churches and other kindly landlords for leftover space.  Nor should educators be spending their off hours scrounging for leftover egg cartons or through remainder book racks bargains for curriculum supplies.  New federal funding should be contingent on governments providing adequate resources and updating their standards. 
 Beware of flexibility:  Ours is a wide and diverse nation and every jurisdiction argues for flexibility to meet its particular needs.  Of course it is up to communities to decide where to locate early learning programs, to set hours, to meet workforce demands, or adapt curriculum to meet neighborhood culture.  But if the federal government agrees that new funding may be spent according to current provincial priorities in a “just do your own thing” fashion, it could perpetuate the weaknesses the OECD highlighted.

Wherever children reside they need access to good quality programs their parents can afford. There is a reason why 64% of 3 year olds in Montreal attend children’s centres while only 14% of Toronto’s children take part. In Montreal the programs are there, parents are confident of the quality and they can afford the $7 as compared to the $35 daily fee.  Quality, accessible, affordable, developmental programs; these elements are non-negotiable. 

Be accountable: Canadians deserve to know their tax dollars are making a difference. Licensing and monitoring form the contract between the program provider, governments and the public that the service meets acceptable standards.  Most jurisdictions will need to overhaul their policies to win public trust in this regard. Service plans with goals and timetables for expansion and quality enhancements hold governments accountable.  Common data collection, research and assessment provide a Canada-wide picture of progress. 

Past early childhood agreements have relied on public reporting as the sole accountability mechanism.  Requiring an unequipped public to hold its government’s feet to the fire is cynical at best.  Canadians elect Parliaments and Legislatures to represent their interests, these are the bodies that due regular, detailed reporting.  

Auspice matters: This new national program is being developed in an era of global trade agreements that exert wide influence on domestic social policy.  However the funding rolls out, there is a need to be trade sensitive.  Unless the new dollars are restricted to non-profit/public auspices, foreign operators could be eligible for public dollars to establish their Big Box child care in Canada. 

Don’t be afraid to lead:  Our last word is for Minister Dryden.  As sole funder of this initiative, the federal government assumes a particular responsibility to ensure accountability for the investments it makes. Key elements must be part of every provincial plan.  Past early childhood federal/provincial agreements may have everyone’s signature, but with weak accountability measures and no penalties for non-compliance, Ottawa is now hard pressed to demonstrate the effectiveness of its previous commitments. Indeed the OECD concludes this approach has led to increased service fragmentation. 

If getting every province and territory to sign on means a race to the bottom, use the provisions of the Social Union Framework Agreement and move forward with those provinces willing to participate in new national program you envision. 

Fortunately we know what constitutes good public policy from the trial and error that has gone into developing public education and health care.  We have our own made-in-Canada example of the child care so highly valued in Quebec.   We urge policymakers to use these tools as you undertake your important task.   This is a critical juncture and your decisions will either take us forward by leaps and bounds or set us back even further.  Please think of the long-term health of the nation and take the critical first steps to get us there.
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