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working families T

changing the way we live and work




Working Families’ response to the Conservative Party 
Childcare Consultation

Introduction

Working Families is a campaigning charity providing support for working parents and carers.  We provide a free legal helpline to disadvantaged parents and carers and offer advice on employment and childcare matters to our 6,000 callers per year.  We also support a network of 2000 families of disabled children who work or wish to work.  Our response is based on our callers’ experience of childcare and work. 

We recognise that appropriate, accessible, affordable, high quality childcare is essential to parents’ ability to achieve a work-life balance.  We are pleased to note the emphasis in the consultation paper on flexible childcare.  While progress has been made in increasing the availability of flexible working, a lack of flexibility in childcare arrangements can limit parents’ abilities to take up flexible work options.

This response follows the order of questions set out in the consultation paper.

Children’s Centres and SureStart

Access to employment support 

We support the inclusion of Jobcentre Plus as a partner in Children’s Centres and have been pleased to see an emphasis on the Children’s Centres role in providing parental support.   We would like to see Children’s Centres providing information and coaching for parents who want to work flexibly.  However, our experience has been that Jobcentre Plus are not always able to provide the level of detailed information that parents need about flexible working.  This results in referrals from Jobcentre Plus to our helpline from parents who have not been able to access appropriate support.  There are resource implications if Children’s Centres are to achieve all their aims.
Extended care outside school hours

The introduction of Children’s Centres and extended schools offer a real opportunity to increase the availability of childcare.  Local authorities – who are responsible for commissioning childcare to meet the needs of the local community - will need to consider that community in broad terms.  Many children attend schools outside their local authority area, and families may want childcare to be based at the school they attend. Transport issues for disabled children need to be considered if the childcare is not provided at their own school. Parents of younger children may also want childcare to be provided near their place of work, which may be distant from where they live.  
Stronger links between local authorities and employers need to be forged. We would like to se a formal mechanism by which employers can alert the local authority to plans which will have an impact on childcare requirements locally.  We would like to see existing good practice in this area extended.  For example, local authorities have been able to use planning gain powers to require employers (as developers) to offer community places.  These community places may be provided at lower cost to parents, as the employers absorb the premises cost. 
Many parents of disabled children in our network are concerned at the lack of availability of extended provision for their children, such as holiday schemes and after school clubs.  Holiday play schemes for disabled children are criticised by parents as expensive, and as not filling the whole of the holiday period.  
Private, voluntary and independent childcare provision

We recognise that the private, voluntary and independent childcare sector have been key to increasing the number of formal childcare places available.  However we are concerned at the high level of the cost of childcare (a full time nursery place is on average £152 per week, according to the Daycare Trust 2007 childcare costs survey).  The emphasis on improving the quality of the childcare workforce, though welcome, has consequences for lower income families if the costs are passed on to parents.  Families in need of formal childcare may need more help than the current Working Tax Credit system provides.  
Making part time or flexible childcare places available may be difficult for private sector providers on financial grounds.  To be able to offer a flexible place, a provider needs to be able to fund a tolerance in terms of staff time.  Direct subsidising of childcare places (paid to providers) may be necessary if the PVI sector is to respond to the demand for more flexible childcare places that better meet the needs of flexible families.  Parents working flexibly may need childcare that fits with their hours of work.  However, we also see benefits for children in flexible or part time provision as few parents want their own long hours at work to translate into long hours in childcare for their children.
Financial support for families

Where do the main problems lie with the current system?

Working Families is concerned at the level of childcare costs borne by parents and there are particular cost pressures when a parent returns to work.  Parents who receive assistance with childcare payments (through the childcare element of Working Tax Credits) find budgeting difficult when those payments fluctuate – for example in term times and holiday times.

For example:

A caller who works as a teacher claims childcare assistance for 30 hours a week during term time, but no assistance during the school holidays.  Her son attends nursery during term time at a cost of £200 per week.  However, her childcare assistance is averaged out over the year, so she is treated as paying £150 per week every week (£200 multiplied by the 39 weeks of the school year then divided by 52).  She is expected to save her childcare element in the weeks she is not paying for childcare.

Private providers may make considerable financial demands of parents seeking to secure a childcare place.  

For example:

A caller was asked for a “booking fee” of £200 by a nursery, together with a deposit and the first month’s fees.  The total cost came to nearly £1000.

We would like further assistance to be provided to low income families to help with initial childcare costs.  This may be in the form of a childcare grant, or a subsidised childcare place for those returning to work.  Parents under the New Deal may be eligible for Childcare Assist (payments for childcare in the week before a parent takes up a job) or discretionary Childcare Subsidy (available to help with childcare costs if the parent is moving into part time work) but take-up is poor.  Further work on take-up is needed, as such payments could help remove barriers to work.  
We would also like to see good employer-led practice extended where the employer helps families returning to work with low cost or free workplace nursery places during the transitional period.
How should the system respond to the link between lone parent poverty and worklessness

While the employment rate among lone parents has increased, lone parent families still have a greater risk of poverty than any other family type. Many lone parents find it difficult to take up full time employment, due to their caring responsibilities.  Nine out of ten lone parents are women, and

“Women are crowded into a narrow range of lower-paid occupations, mainly those available part-time, that do not make the best use of their skills.” (Report of the Women and Work Commission 2006).

The limited employment choice available to lone parents contributes to their moving frequently between work and benefits.  Policies which encourage greater access to work, and better job retention will be important.  Improving childcare – including providing more part time childcare -  will need to go hand in hand with policies which tackle the gender pay gap, improve the quality of part time work and extend flexible working (for example by extending the right to request flexible work).

What weight should be given to child benefit in the system, and how should the childcare tax credit be reformed, if at all?

Working Families supports the call for an increase in child benefit for second and subsequent children to the level of the first.    Child benefit is simple to claim and administer, has high levels of take-up, and is not affected when parents enter or change employment.  Increasing child benefit for second and subsequent children would help lift many more children out of poverty.
We would welcome reform in the childcare tax credit system to ensure that it

· accurately reflects the additional costs of caring for a disabled child.  At present only 80% of the costs of childcare can be claimed, and no allowance is made for disabled children.  However, disabled children may need one-to-one and specialist support, which is inevitably more expensive than group based childcare. A higher payment for the cost of caring for disabled children should be made.
· is available to more parents.  The 16 hour rule limits the entitlement to the childcare element of working tax credit and means that parents working only a few hours a week, or those studying or in training, are unable to claim this element.

· is treated like other benefits to reduce the difficulties of overpayments. For most benefits repayments are only recoverable in limited circumstances, such as failure to report a change in circumstances by the claimant, misrepresentation or failure to disclose.  If the error lies with the benefit granting office, then repayments are not required.
What should be the next steps for maternity and paternity support? 

Working Families wants every family to have the choice about how they balance their work and childcare responsibilities.  However, the current Statutory Maternity Pay and Statutory Paternity Pay levels – set at £108.85 – are below the national minimum wage.  This causes two problems.  First, lower income families are forced back to work sooner than they would like, because they cannot afford to live on such low pay.  Second, because there is a gender pay gap, it is more likely that the father will be earning more than the mother.  This means that women are more likely to become the main carer to maximise the family income.  This entrenches current inequalities and discourages more men from taking on greater caring responsibilities.

Working Families has welcomed the proposal for Additional Paternity Leave (APL) and pay as a step towards greater equality between men and women in caring for their children.  We would like to see the early introduction of APL.  We would also like to see an increase in the levels of SMP and SPP to allow more families to take advantage of extended periods of leave.

We would also welcome changes to parental leave arrangements.  First, there is a significant problem for parents of disabled children who have to take many days off work to attend hospital and other appointments.  Parents of autistic children report difficulties when they have to be absent from work to care for a child who has been excluded from school.  This leave is unpaid, and the notice period required by employers for parental leave is 21 days (parents may not always be given 21 days notice of appointments).  For parents of disabled children facing many hospital and other appointments the combination of unpaid leave and the requirement to give 21 days notice to an employer can be a deterrent to employment.  We propose that parents of disabled children are given paid time off for hospital and other necessary appointments for their children.
For parents of all children, there remains a problem if childcare issues arise.  While parents are entitled to emergency time off for dependants – for example, if their child or their childminder is ill – emergency leave cannot be used for longer periods of difficulties.

For example:

A caller’s child was not allowed to attend nursery because she had chicken pox.  The mother had taken the first days off work as emergency leave.  However, the nursery would not allow the child to return until all the spots had gone.  The caller could not take parental leave – because she had not given 21 days notice to her employer, nor could several days off be counted as emergency leave.

Redefining emergency leave, or requiring less than the 21 day notice period for parental leave, may help reduce these difficulties.
Employers and workers

How useful are the £50 employee vouchers and how should they be reformed, if at all?

Working Families would like to see all employers offering tax efficient childcare support to their workforce, and employee vouchers are one way of achieving this.   We recognise that employer vouchers can assist parents with childcare costs, and are a practical way for the government to help make childcare affordable. The current £55 payment is per employee and we would like to see reform that allows voucher payments per child.  
A recent HMRC study
 found only 2.5 per cent of organisations in the UK offer employee supported childcare, although this covers over a third of employees.    Employee vouchers do very little to tackle the problems of supply of childcare, and have not increased the real engagement in childcare by employers.   
The HMRC study found that childcare vouchers were primarily offered to employees through salary sacrifice. There are some difficulties with salary sacrifice arrangements.  Tax and national insurance savings benefit higher rate taxpayers more than basic rate taxpayers who need more support. Such relief may not be available to those whose salary sacrifice would then push their wage below the national minimum wage.  For others, a lower salary and fewer national insurance contributions can have a knock-on impact on other benefits and pensions.

We recognise that where vouchers are offered as part of a salary sacrifice scheme, clear advice needs to be made available to employees.  The interplay of tax relief, tax credits and other benefits is complex and it is difficult for some parents to calculate whether taking vouchers would be advantageous to their family.  We welcome the HMRC’s “Childcare Indicator” - an online calculator to help taxpayers decide whether the receipt of childcare vouchers from an employer would affect their entitlement to tax credits to the extent that they would be worse off.   Parents might also benefit more from vouchers if more employers offered them as part of a flexible benefits package, or as additional salary.

Nevertheless, there are some examples of employers taking the tax savings they make from the voucher scheme and using them to support other schemes, such as subsidised holiday play schemes.  For example, the Metropolitan Police Service has introduced an emergency back-up childcare scheme for parents, subsidised by the savings from the childcare voucher scheme.  Such good practice should be disseminated and encouraged.

Do parents want more workplace childcare available and, if so, how could its provision be encouraged?

Workplace childcare is particularly suitable for some employees, especially those who work atypical hours or weekends when other formal childcare is almost impossible to find.  What is most important is for employers to find out what their employees want and to respond appropriately.   The best employers see childcare assistance as one part of the package of support they provide employees to help them with their work-life balance.  In places where workplace nurseries are wanted, encouraging local authorities and employers to work together could maximise the benefits of such nurseries.  Once a nursery is established in an area, there may be economies of scale in widening the offer of places to parents in the local community who need childcare.
Workplace childcare need not simply mean workplace nurseries. For example, some employers support local childminder networks.  Parents with regular childcare arrangements in place often struggle to find the additional care they need in school holidays.  Employers may have a particular role to play in supporting holiday play schemes.  

There may also be scope for more local partnership working between employers to fund shared workplace schemes and such initiatives may need Government support and encouragement.
What further action should government take to encourage more flexible working, including for parents of older children?

Working Families believes that flexible working should be available for all employees. Parents’ need for flexible working does not stop once a child reaches the age of six.  While the right to request is limited to particular groups of workers – currently parents of children under six, parents of disabled children and, from April 2007, carers of disabled adults – it will be seen as a concession, rather than as a tool to transform the way we organise work.  
Government should extend and strengthen the right to request flexible working through legislative change.  The right to request should be extended to all employees, and the 26 week rule (where an employee must be in work for 26 weeks before they are able to exercise the right to request) abolished.  The end to the 26 week rule will not only will this benefit those groups for whom full time work is impossible due to their caring commitments, but will also benefit employers.  Asking to work flexibly on day one may be much easier for an employer to manage than facing a request to change working practices six months into a job.  Opening up more jobs to flexible working will allow a much wider recruitment pool, and will contribute to tackling the gender gap, with financial benefits to the UK economy from increasing women’s participation in the labour market.
A cross-governmental examination of work-life balance issues would allow the wider social benefits of flexible working to be examined.  A family-centred (rather than employer-led) approach would recognise that flexible working can lead to educational, behavioural and health gains to the family, while contributing to wider policy aims such as the reduction of child poverty.   Flexible working can enable groups of employees to stay in contact with the workplace while managing caring commitments, and can ensure that families have the time that they need to build strong, secure relationships.
The childcare workforce and quality

Working Families supports the drive to increase the qualifications of the childcare workforce.  However, the costs of a more qualified workforce should not be passed on to parents who already bear a high proportion of childcare costs.  

The special needs of disabled children require consistent and specialist support and parents (who often know best about the needs of their child) should be involved in the training of support workers to meet their child’s needs.  Greater emphasis needs to be placed on the availability of support workers to ensure that disabled children are able to take up places in a variety of childcare settings.  For older disabled children, direct payments can provide greater flexibility in childcare provision – for example in paying for personal assistants.
Informal care and information

Working Families recognises that many parents rely on informal childcare, as it may best provide the affordability and flexibility they need.  However some parents who have no choice but to rely on informal care – for example those who work atypical hours – have expressed concerns about the quality of that care.


For example:

A caller who worked for an airline had asked to reduce the number of early shifts that she had to do, but her employer refused.  As a result her children had to sleep at their grandparents’ house two nights a week to allow the mother to get to work early enough.  The grandmother had had a heart attack, and wasn’t able to give adequate care and the children were unhappy.

As local authorities take on their new roles, surveys of local need should lead to the commissioning of more childcare provision for atypical hours workers.  There is also more to be done to ensure that local employers are aware of employees’ needs for flexibility of childcare places.  We endorse the suggestion it the recent Harker Report for the Department of Work and Pensions that Jobcentre Plus could have a stronger role to work with local employers.  Links also need to be made with the Childcare Information Service, as this is often the first place that parents turn for information about local childcare places.

The rules about payment for informal care are complicated.  Childcare payments under the Working Tax Credit system are available to family members if they meet certain conditions.  These are that the family member is a registered childminder providing childcare away from the child’s home, or an approved childminder providing childcare away from the child’s home, which, if provided in the relative’s home, is also provided to other children to whom they are not related.  Providing care away from the child’s home adds transport and cost issues to the equation for working parents.  For parents of disabled children, a family member may be the person who knows best the needs of their child.

For example:

A widowed father of three children called our helpline to ask if he could pay his sister to look after his children while he worked.  One of his children was disabled and his sister understood the special needs of his child.  His sister would only be able to care for his children and had no other income.  However, we advised him that he would not be entitled to the childcare element of WTC unless his sister met the conditions described above, nor could he access any employer support or childcare vouchers if he paid a family member for care.  He will therefore have to find a stranger to look after his children.
We recognise that if the tax credits system is to provide payments for childcare, then certain quality standards need to be assured, which the registration system can provide.  However, we would like to see an end to the restrictions that prevent childcare tax credit payments to registered or approved family members caring for a child in the child’s own home.  

What in particular could be done to make more information available to the parents of disabled children, ethnic minority children and children with special needs?

Getting the right advice is crucial to accessing services and to the effective planning of care and support.  However, parents of disabled children in our network report a fractured picture of information provision and often rely on other parents and informal support networks for advice.   Parents who have joined networks – often based around the nature of their child’s disability – feel the most supported and able to find the information they need. 


Working Families would like every family with a disabled child to be allocated one key worker. A key worker could help not just with childcare, but also support the family in claiming benefits, liaising with education and social services departments, arranging any necessary transport or housing adaptations, and linking with the health service.

The role of Government
The persistent difficulties of cost, quality and availability of childcare that parents face suggest the need for strong roles for both central and local government.    At local government level, we support the new duties to assess and commission to meet local childcare needs.    At central government level, we support a continued central role for DfES, as the welfare of the child should be the driver to increase the quality of formal childcare.  The DTI’s role is limited in this area, although we believe more could be done to improve employer understanding of the links between flexible working and childcare provision, and to encourage more organisations to provide a variety of employer-supported childcare.
The need for childcare to support parents into work suggests that a stronger role should lie with the DWP, as proposed in the recent Harker Report.  Those most in need of support are the disadvantaged groups for whom a lack of childcare is a real barrier to employment.  The Harker Report suggests a stronger role for Jobcentre Plus in gathering information about all jobseeking parents’ childcare needs, and providing the link with employers to meet those needs.  However the resource implications for Jobcentre Plus need to be addressed.
The future of childcare and education

Working Families believes that all families should be able to choose the pattern of working and childcare arrangements that best suits their needs.  Fathers want to play a greater role in childcare, and Government policy should encourage either parent to exercise their choice to care.  

However, many disadvantaged families have no option but to have two parents in work if they are to clear poverty levels. Their childcare choices may be reduced by their need to minimise the costs of work.  For these groups, it is vital that the quality of childcare is assured.  

Others families – such as those with disabled children – find the lack of available childcare limits their work opportunities.  Without paid employment, the disadvantages faced by disabled children are compounded by family poverty.

Families who are time-poor due to excessive hours at work may find arranging childcare difficult, particularly when parents work atypical hours.  Expansion in full time childcare places is not the only solution.  Change is needed to our workplace cultures to reduce long working hours, and provide more quality part time work in recognition of both parents’ desire to spend more time with their children. A reduction in the overall hours worked by a family may reduce their overall need for third party childcare, or increase a need for part time childcare places.
Available, affordable, accessible and high quality childcare can play a role in determining the life chances of all children and in the successful functioning of today’s families.
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