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On February 11, Federal Social Development Minister Ken Dryden will meet his provincial/territorial counterparts in Vancouver to sign an agreement for a new national program that, as the Minister has boldly and aptly noted, could be as significant to nation-building as Medicare and public education. 

A Canada-wide system of early learning and child care holds many promises. Done well, it will provide multiple dividends addressing child poverty, school performance and workforce productivity.  Done poorly it will waste scarce public funds by merely expanding the frail service piecemeal that now fails children and their families. And, we will forgo an opportunity to further reinforce the core values of what it means to be a Canadian. 

Fortunately, we do not need to learn by trial and error. What it takes to produce good child care is well documented by research.  Other Western countries have decades of practice and their lessons have been compiled and published by the prestigious Organization for Economic Development and Cooperation.

We each come to early learning and child care from distinct starting points, studying it as a vehicle to promote healthy child development, economic growth, and healthy populations.  Despite our different perspectives, we concur on the elements of good child care policy.  

To this end, we offer the Federal/provincial/territorial ministers our best advice: 

It is about more than money: The additional $5-billion committed by the Prime Minister is insufficient to meet the needs of every pre-schooler. How it is spent however will determine the look of the new national program to come.  The OECD recommends a 'paradigm-shift' from child care services that are reliant on exorbitant parent fees and targeted subsidies to public funding. 

The ministers should agree to an action plan outlining how the conversion from a user-pay to a public service will take place.

Organization is important:  Early learning and child care 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.  

No early years program addresses all these roles.  Kindergarten, nursery and pre-schools are there to educate children. Resource centres support parenting and child care is for working parents. A single service with multiple functions is more cost-effective and better responds to the changing needs of families.  Any agreement should encourage provinces to rationalize their early years services to provide a stable platform for expansion.

Support the educators: Indispensable to a good program are dedicated people who view the work as a viable career.  They need to arrive appropriately trained and stay because they are adequately compensated and supported to do their job well.   Without addressing workforce issues, centres can be built but there will be no one to work in them. Government child care offices must exchange their subsidy doling functions for providing the resources any system requires to function effectively. 

Auspice matters: Obviously, we have nothing against profit making, except when it comes to profiting off publicly subsidized children’s services. Child care like schools, libraries or hospitals is a community-based service, not a commodity.  Whether a centre opens or closes, where it its located or who it serves are not  merely business decisions. They require democratic input.  While child care centres should be business-like in their efficiencies; it must be recognized that the business of these organizations should be total fixation on the well being of children.

We recognize that many families now rely on commercial operators for their children’s care.  Therefore the ministers should agree to grandparent those now operating, but restrict expansion dollars to public and non-profit child care providers.  

Don’t be afraid to lead:  Our last word is for Minister Dryden and the Federal government.   Ours is a wide and diverse nation and every jurisdiction will argue for flexibility to meet its particular circumstances.  Nevertheless the point of a national program is to provide all children, no matter where they reside, with access to good quality child care 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 centres are there, parents are confident of the quality, and they can afford the $7 as compared to the $35 daily fee in Toronto.  The Federal government has the right framework: quality, accessible, affordable, and developmental programs. These elements, along with strong accountability measures, should be non-negotiable. 

We appreciate that the Federal government wants to emerge from its meeting with everyone’s agreement.  But if the trade-off for 13 signatures is abandoning cross-Canada quality and accountability assurances, the chance to build a truly national program will have been lost.  The temptation of “let’s make a deal” for its own sake must be supplanted by a commitment to making a good deal for the sake of our children and in service of a stronger and healthier Canada.

 ----------------

The Honourable Margaret Norrie McCain, OC, is the former Lieutenant Governor of New Brunswick and co-author of Ontario’s seminal Early Years Study.  Charles C. Coffey, OC, is a banker and, with McCain, co-chaired the Commission on Early Learning and Child Care. The Honorourable Roy J. Romanow, P.C., OC, is former Premier of Saskatchewan and Royal Commissioner on The Future of Health Care in Canada.

PAGE  
1

